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詩體意象一種象徵(symbolic representation) °詩體場景的空間界限(spatial 
boundary)及時序上的壓縮性戲劇動作(compressed form of action)承載了直覺認知 
方面的意識混擾，成爲Kenneth Burke所指的詩歌意象的載體(the container for the 
things contained)�它們最終克服了靜態“視覺藝術”的展述困難(transitory 
impropriety of apiece of visual art)，創造出現代戲劇中舞台動作的新含義。 
ABSTRACT 
In Poetics, Aristotle distinguishes between the rhythmical arts (dancing, poetry, 
and music) and the arts of rest (painting and sculpture), hence separating the art of 
poetry from the visual arts. Yeats, by applying the poetic logic of symbolic images in 
his poetic drama, transgresses the boundary between the two different genres. This 
thesis attempts to investigate the interface between poetry and visual arts by referring 
to the use of symbolic images, which transform the literary scene from an emphasis 
on words to an emphasis on perceptual images. 
The writer will approach the aesthetic semiotics of Yeats from two different 
dimensions. First, the syntactical dimension and secondly, the lexical dimension. The 
former level of semiotic meaning relies on the pattern of words (and sounds), while 
the latter one depends upon the organicity of things (i.e. bodily images)，which brings 
the symbolic image back to its original sense of physicality. It is this use of bodily 
images in Yeats's poetic works, including his poems and drama, that presents a new 
form of syntactical arrangement on the discourse level of a piece of poetic work. The 
writer of this thesis will show that it is this new syntactical order of seeing that 
overrides the order of events and that forms a new kind of poetic energy in the 
modem theatre. The writer names this as imagistic action. 
Yeats's theatre is traditional in the sense that it is subservient to the dramatic plot 
of a compressed form of action. It is modem in that it deduces a second level of 
perceptual meaning, which requires a sort of spatial form of construction. By 
compressing dramatic action in the representation of a single act, Yeats makes 
possible an intense realization of emotions in a single unified vision on the stage. In 
Yeats's theatre, the spatially oriented perceptual images move in the temporal 
sequence of the musical form of a dance. The two different temporal senses of the 
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sequential events and emotional rhythm, if not corresponding to each other, would 
compete for dominance in the receptive process. 
There are two different temporal dimensions in Yeats's theatre. First, the 
rhythmical pattern of emotions (both of the artists and the receivers), which moves in 
the form of poetic tension on the stage and, secondly, the sequential ordering of 
events. This provides a complementary symbolic reference to the poetic landscape 
where the dancer dances. This posits Yeats's poetic images, semantically speaking, as 
a form of representation that may be understood in a symbolic way. The spatial 
boundary of the poetic landscape as well as the temporal one of a compressed form of 
events serve as the container for the more "confused" sense of intuitive cognition. 
They serve as the container for the things contained, in Kenneth Burke's words. This 
in the end overcomes the problem of the “transitory impropriety of a piece of visual 
art" (in Lessing's words) and creates a new sense of movement in the modem theatre. 
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Yeats in "What is Popular Poetry" states, 
“It seemed to me that it did not matter what tune one wrote to, so long as 
that gusty energy came often and strongly enough". 
{Essays and Introductions: 5) 
Yeats defines such “gusty energy" as “[coming] out of the right heart" and "as 
holding in a mirror, the colors of one's own climate and scenery in their right 
proportion" (Ibid.). Here, Yeats matches poetic energy with the aesthetic ideal of 
“colors，，and “scenery，，，hence linking up the concept of energized motion with that of 
visual experience. Traditionally speaking, we tend to associate poetic energy with 
metaphor and imagery. To Yeats, however, it seems that such poetic energy is 
transformed into a poetic tension realized through the bodily representation of 
imagistic action. How does Yeats, in effect, realize poetic tension (that "gusty 
energy，，in his words) through the choice of pictorial language? 
Trained first in the Pre-Raphaelite school of painting, Yeats had a natural 
sensitivity for visual art. His poetic works abandon the use of conceptual metaphors 
and resolve to "the density of image metaphor and metonymy" (Lakoff & Turner， 
106). According to C.K.Stead, "Yeats's symbols do not 'symbolize', they 'suggest' 
(Stead, 11). The "composites of metonyms and image metaphors" “ extend the 
linguistic resources of a language" (Lakoff and Turner, 104). Their claim to poetic 
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tension in part relies heavily on "the change in the state of things" rather than “the 
change of events". Indeed, Yeats's imagery appeals directly to our eyes and ears. 
Yeats constructs imagistic action by image schemas (Cf.，Lakoff: 97)，which, when 
transformed onto the stage, can be realized in a spatial change of staged images. It is 
at this point that I find an analogy between Yeats's poems and his dramatic works. 
Indeed, the experience of reading Yeats's plays is completely different from that 
of seeing their performance. Yeats's plays, when realized on the stage, are highly 
glamorous with mystical scenery and colorfiil stage props as well as magical lighting 
effects. In fact, they act superbly when directed in the Noh style with charming slow 
movement on the stage and the staged imagery remains as a sort of visual image in the 
audience's mind. 
Believing that Yeats's plays are poetic in a visual sense, I intend to study the 
relationship between symbolic images in text and visual symbols on the stage. Does 
the textual symbolic effect work in a similar or somewhat different way from the way 
in which simply visual symbols work? Yeats's plays achieve a high level of 
stylization by the use of stage design and structured speech in verse and song. 
Interestingly, Yeats's plays have sometimes been considered, as “closet dramas" 
and so not stageworthy. In reality, however, as several critics have argued, Yeats had 
a brilliant theatrical mind and his plays, when seen in their correct context — the stage 
—are moving and powerful. An increasing number of critics since 1965 have taken 
Yeats seriously as dramatist. The many revisions of The Shadowy Waters for example 
show that Yeats took from French Symbolism and the popular theories of Maeterlinck 
and Wagner, as well as Gordon Craig, a sense of making possible on the stage a set of 
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or a series of poetic gestures and symbols. 
We read Yeats' plays because he understood some of the limitations of the 
symbolist dream and then used those limitations in a startlingly modem way. His 
symbolic imagery may represent the manifestation of desire, longing or unfulfilled 
dreams and an incomplete cycle of history. 
Obviously, while reading a text, the reader may construct his or her interpretation 
of the symbol. There exists, aside from the literal meaning of words, a second level 
of perception, either in pure imagination or in the visual sense. We ask, therefore, to 
what extent the text may help to stabilize, delimit or constrict the meaning of a visual 
symbol on the stage. 
Theatre is different from the static representation of an icon. It adds a third 
element of moving images within a temporal duration. The actors in the theatre speak 
the dramatic text and the action is fluidity in movement. We ask therefore, how Yeats 
replaces the classical Aristotelian action theory with that of imagistic representation in 
the form of compressed action. When used in an absolute aesthetic way, such 
imagistic representation challenges "the transitory impropriety of a piece of visual 
art" (in Lessing's words) and proves hazardous to meaning construction. 
For this reason, it may be that the semiotics of Yeats is not glimpsed by most 
spectators. The academic world does not usually do justice to his magical world and 
that magical world does not find its most natural or at least immediate expression in 
aesthetic theory. To deconstruct the underlying semiotics in Yeats，s plays, it seems 
necessary therefore to have an understanding of the political and psychological 
atmosphere, which informed his work. The rediscovering of his theatrical world lies 
3 
i 
also in the recapturing of the artistic, romantic and occult world, in which Yeats lived 
and worked. Not until we can form a paradigm for Yeats，s symbols, can we say that 
his plays have been fully rediscovered. 
The present piece of research intends to find out whether an image, in its 
material form, can construct a meaning for its receiver as effectively as its 
counterpart, the written word. I would like to see how the speech and the plot of a 
play script might help in the semiotic construction of the visual elements in the 
theatre. 
Chapter one of this thesis explores the philosophical and aesthetic background of 
the literary scene of Yeats's times. Yeats inherited the romantic quest in perception 
and imagination, with its treatment of natural phenomena as a metaphor of the human 
mind. From the study of the literary background and by tracing the tradition of 
Yeats's critics, I pose the following question: What connects the linguistic metaphor 
of a literary text with its counterpart of a visual image on the stage? I will approach 
the question from the angle of Yeats’s poetic logic in both his poems and poetic 
dramas. The study will focus on the semantics of poetic metaphors in Yeats，s poetic 
work and the texts of his plays. I will also study the imagery of poetry as realized on 
the stage. 
Chapter two is a study of the specific poetic logic of Yeats. I attempt to show 
how Yeats changed from the early use of dreamy mythological metaphors to a later 
belief in concrete images. The early Yeats shows an attempt to map natural scenes 
onto a mythological background. In this way, he delimits ancient Irish mythologies as 
the metaphor of the human mind and psyche of the tragic heroes. Later Yeats, 
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however, strives for concrete images represented in dramatic metaphors. This gives 
body to the human mind and psychic struggle. From analysis of Yeats's poems in his 
middle and late period, The thesis will prove that the Visible Beauty, which Yeats 
promotes, possesses, aside from the vehicle of a metaphor, a second level of 
perception. This allows meaning to be dormant in the externality of things. The 
retrieval of meaning of a visual image hence relies more on the form of an aesthetic 
object than its verbal counterpart. According to Yeats, such visual images reside in 
the inherent symbols of the “great memory" {Magic, E&I: 28) and mirror reality 
through bodily representation. 
Chapter three sees theatre as a momentary existence during performance time. It 
is a fusion of meaning levels that reflects the layers of reality existing in dreams and 
illusion. Yeats's theatre sets the locus of reality in the mythological past of Ireland. 
The poetic landscape and the stylized representation on the stage express a certain 
kind of extra-linguistic archetypal criticism language that embodies stage action in the 
vision of a visualized staged imagery which provides "metaphysical comfort beneath 
the whirl of the phenomena of external life" (Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy. 109-
110). Nevertheless, Yeats shows his fear towards aestheticism. His imageries are 
embedded in a clear control of syntactical arrangement of events in the form of 
compressed action and poetic speech. I will illustrate, with examples from Yeats's 
plays, such control of syntax in the form of compressed action. In fact, the dreamy 
world of Yeats has a concrete metaphorical representation in the aristocratic and 
heroic cult of the Irish theatre. This in the end gives "a name" to the unnamable 
sensation of the stage imageries. 
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Lessing's classical study of Laocoon suggests that there is a boundary to 
different forms of artistic means, and that a visual image suffers from the transitory 
impropriety of bodily representation in concrete objects. I will attempt to discuss this 
with reference to David E.Wellbery's Lessing's Laocoon: Semiotics and Aesthetics in 
the Age of Reason. Interestingly, Wellbery sees aesthetics as “a child of the classical 
age" (Wellbery, 3), rather than a movement in the late nineteenth century and the early 
twentieth century. Tracing the development of aesthetics in Germany, in particular to 
the Laocoon of Gotthold Ephriam Lessing (1729-81), Wellbery shows "the 
relationship which obtained between the aesthetic theories of these writers and 
classical or Enlightenment sign theory" (3). The sign of an aesthetic object "proves to 
be at once which allows man to elevate himself beyond immediate experience to 
conceptualize and to perfect his knowledge, as well as that which points out his 
essential limitation, the finiteness of his soul, his propensity for delusion and error" 
(Wellbery, 5). I will prove, with references to Yeats poems and dramatic works that 
this limitation lies in the boundary of a poetic landscape, which replaces linear 
temporal sequences, to act as a form of delimitation. The constriction and expansion 
of this poetic landscape hence becomes the new manner of construction of an 
aesthetic sign. To me, an artist's intention is supplemented by the possible extension 
of staged imagery as the aesthetic objects move on the stage. The enactment of 
experience is displayed by the consciousness of the theatre participants that pertains to 
the peripheries of meaning and it is Yeats' many theatrical experiments in different 
periods of his life that have tried to save such perceptual metaphors from the "horror 
of aesthetic absolutism". 
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Chapter One “The last Romantic or the First Modern?，，： 
in the light of the predecessors and 
contemporaries 
Image, as a crucial term in drawing the interface between Yeats's poems and his 
poetic theatre, remains the most difficult term to define. Traditionally speaking, there 
are three levels of meaning ascribed to the term “image，，. First, it is a physical object 
that imitates people or things. This is the word's earliest sense which can be traced 
back to the thirteenth century (Raymond Williams, 158). It was the result of a 
borrowing of the Latin word “imago”. Physical objects, such as statues and paintings 
can be called images. 
According to Raymond Williams, "this physical sense of image was predominant 
until the seventeenth century, but from the sixteenth century onwards the wider sense, 
with a predominantly mental reference, was established" (158). Theodore Ziolkowski 
explains in Disenchanted Images that "this concept of mental image, deriving 
originally from Hobbes, refers to the reproduction in the mind of a sensation produced 
by a physical perception: notably visual ones” (Friedman, Imagery: 363，quoted by 
Ziolkowski: 9). Mental images receive import from experiences and memories 
(William York Tindall，The Literary Symbol, 1959: 9，quoted by Ziolkowski, 8). 
Poets create mental images by looking inward to their own soul. They draw external 
likeness between the natural objects and their own private thought and, in this way, 
establishes a metaphysical linkage between physical things and mental images. In 
some instances, the poets' experiences are so individual that they can be expressed in 




Since the eighteenth century, the term “image’，in criticism has lost much of its 
original concept of physical likeness and resolves more and more to the abstract 
mental dimensions. For many poets the term became virtually synonymous with 
"figure of speech", originally metaphor, but also simile and other forms of trope 
(Ziolkowski, 9). Based on the treatment of figurative language by Roman Quintilian 
in Institutes of Oratory (”�century AD), M.H. Abrams (1993) divided figurative 
language into two classes: (1) "Figures of thought", in which words depart from their 
standard meanings. Abrams names that as tropes. (2) "Figures of speech" or schemes 
(from the Greek word for "form"), in which the departure from standard usage is 
understood from the perspective of word ordering. It is this “syntactical order or 
pattern of the words" which Abrams names as "figures of speech，，. 
Abrams seems to treat figurative speech as an ordering of words that impose a 
form on the figures of thought. The syntactical pattern of the figurative speech orders 
our eyes of seeing and consequently, our consciousness of imagination and 
association. This overt emphasis on "form" as the “container of meaning" (Kenneth 
Burkes term in The Grammar of Motives) finally transposes the literary trend in the 
nineteenth and the twentieth century and changes critics' view on the definition of the 
term "image". 
According to Theodore Ziolkowski, "the basic meaning of image betrays the 
etymology of the word, which is related to Latin imitari 'to imitate'" (Disenchanted 
Images: a Literary Iconology’ 1977: 7). This shows that the physical image has a 
representational dimension. However, as shown from later developments, it seems 
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that the poets perceive that a physical object is sensory related and that it possesses a 
second level of perceptual reality, which stimulates a subjective analogy in the 
perceiver's mind through the faculty of imagination. Raymond Williams therefore 
says, "there is a deep tension between ideas of ‘copying，and ideas of ‘imagination，” 
(Keywords, 1983: 158). This differentiation between copying and imagination reveals 
the poetic logic of two entirely different poetic traditions: First, the mimetic tradition 
under Aristotelian theory, and secondly, the expressive tradition that is grouped under 
the Romantics. As far as this thesis is concerned, I will try to discuss Yeats's specific 
poetic logic with reference to the order of seeing. 
This thesis intends to study the following questions with references to Yeats,s 
specific use of poetic images: 
First, can images tell a story as effectively as dramatic action does? 
Second, does an image possess a similar expository function to dramatic 
action? 
Thirdly, can images replace words in narratology? 
And, lastly, do images have a similar or a different semantic structure to that 
of words? 
I will answer the above questions with reference to Yeats，s poems and poetic dramas 
in the second and third chapters of this thesis. In this chapter, we will first discuss the 
logic and functions of Yeats's specific use of concrete images in the light of his 
predecessors and contemporaries. 
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In the eighteenth century, one theory of ‘imagination，was that it was a faculty 
for visualization. So an ‘image’ was often regarded as a medium which promoted 
visual responses in the reader (Roger Fowler, 119). When a multiplicity of images 
appear in visual form in our mind, we experience visions in the form of dreams or 
memories, which narrates experiences in its own specific manner. Defining vision in 
Yeatsian terms, Andrew Parkin says, "By vision Yeats meant 'the intense realization 
of a state of ecstatic emotion symbolized in a definite imagined region'" (Parkin, 34， 
quoting from L, 583). This understanding of visionary images sees images as entities 
fixed within the boundary of a specific region. This transforms our traditional 
understanding of narratology as logical and linear in nature to one that is spread out 
spatially speaking within the boundary of a specific region, like that of a picture. This 
picturesque understanding of poetic concept seems most active since the Romantics. 
An image is, in Wyndham Lewis's phase, the "primary pigment" of poetry 
(Kermode, vii). It is remarkable for Wyndham Lewis to use the word “pigment，， 
instead of words, for it reveals the importance of perception and emphasizes a visual 
sensibility rather than logical concepts of expounded words in a deductive manner. A 
reader responds to the picturesque image by the intuitive responses of the "eyes". It 
remains the poet's job to arrange the order of seeing. The way a poet constructs the 
sequence of poetic images discloses the poetic tradition he follows. 
The theory of "imagination" in the eighteenth century saw image as a 
picturesque form. However, when we understand an image from the perspective of 
“the syntactical order of words" (M.H. Abrams, 1993: 66) as that of the figurative 
speech, we are naturally imposing a form onto the order of seeing. This form, when 
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realized in figurative speech, is generally understood as the semantic structure of 
words. There exists yet another part of poetic meaning, which depends on, the 
organicity of things "weighted with emotional values, with attitudes" (Burke, 1957: 
122). This part of poetic meaning is largely instinctive and confused in manner. It 
leaves to the readers to organize this perspective aspect of a poetic image by ordering 
their seeing and their memory. This is rather different from traditional Aristotelian 
action theory, which arranges the order of events, rather than the order of seeing. 
It seems therefore to Wellbery that the notion of the symbolic sign occupies an 
ambiguous position in the thought of the eighteenth century. Two contradictory 
notions exist: the notion of symbolic cognition and the notion of intuitive cognition. 
The former one treats symbolic signs as a necessary medium conductive to thinking, 
while the latter one de-semioticizes the arbitrary effect of a symbol and allows it to 
remain as a natural agency conductive to perception and imagination. The tension 
between the two reveals the dynamism of the development of aestheticism in the later 
age. 
i： 
Clearly the study of imagery is a complicated thing. Classical works include ； 
Edmund Wilson's Axels Castle (1931), Mario Praz's The Romantic Agony (1933), 
M.H. Abrham's The Mirror and the Lamp (1953), Frank Kermode's Romantic Image 
(1957), Graham Hough's Image and Experience (1960) and many others. All these 
are noteworthy works on the Romantic tradition. I have omitted particularly those 
studies on imagism and vorticism owing to the length of this paper. Nevertheless, 
Yeats might have influenced these later developments and such a link between the two 
might be found in Kermode's discussion of the romantic image. 
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According to Kermode, an esthetic image possesses the three attributes of 
integrity, consonance and clarity. This at once placed "image" apart from the 
sequential development of events or logical exposition. In support of his argument, 
he quotes the following passage from the Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man: 
[An image] is apprehended as one thing.. .self-bounded and self-contained 
upon the immeasurable background of space or time which is not it. 
(Quoted by Kermode, 1) 
Here, the poetic logic of space and boundary replaced that of delimitation by words. It 
also sees an image, as something that stands out of its own background and possesses 
an organic life of its own. We, as receivers of an image, might therefore discern two 
different spaces in a poetic work: first, the poetic landscape and secondly, the 
aesthetic object which in itself forms another psychological space of its own. In this 
sense, the meaning of an aesthetic object is relative to that of its background. An 
aesthetic image and the symbolic background in front of which it is put form two co-
informative semantic codes. Each lends insight to the other. 
It seems, to Yeats and to other symbolists, that physical thing possesses an 
autonomous meaning that is conductive only to its seers. Its meaning is therefore 
variant and unstable. In order to stabilize this meaning it is therefore essential to 
place it in front of a symbolic background. To Kermode, "an image is a radiant truth 
out of space and time" (Kermode: 2). The discarding of realistic spatial and temporal 
elements in the use of image as a narrative tool places symbolic images apart from the 
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conventional narratives, where poetic images are used more in an ornamental manner. 
Does Yeats, however, construct a specific form of delimitation other than that of the 
realistic spatial and temporal dimension? To discuss this, we have to understand his 
specific doctrine of symbolism. 
Following the "postmiltonic line of English poetry" (Bomstein, xi)，Yeats, like 
other modem writers, had sought for ‘‘a philosophy of poetry in the doctrine of 
symbolism" (Yeats, 1961: 153). His doctrine of symbolism, however, differs from 
that of Pound's tradition of imagism, and their differences subsequently led to a 
difference in "imagistic aesthetics，，(Perloff, 119). 
Modem poets like Oppen and Williams followed the Pound tradition and like 
Pound they believed that there were “no ideas but in things" (Perloff, 119). Revising 
Yeats's “Reconciliation，，，Pound wrote: 
Some may have blamed us that we cease to speak 
Of things we spoke of in our verse early, 
Saying a lovely voice is such and such;.. . 
Ask us no more of all the things ye heard; 
We may not speak of them, they touch us nearly. 
(“The Fault of It，，; CEP: 207) 
The story of laying stress on the immediacy of things as the source of poetic energy 
has been told many times, most comprehensively by critics like Richard Ellmann in 
Eminent Domain and Majorie Perloff in The Dance of the Intellect. It seems to 
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Pound that "the natural object is always the adequate symbol” (Pound, Literary 
Essays, 4-5, quoted by Hough, 1960, 12). Edmund Wilson states m Axel's Castle that 
imagism is a large extension of symbolism. His idea differs from Frank Kermode 
who has conflated symbolism and imagism, and even seen both of them as a 
continuation of the Romantic road. It is Graham Hough who tries to discriminate 
between Symbolism and Imagism in his 1960's work, Image and Experience. To 
Hough, "though symbolism is in a sense a late development of Romantic thought it 
takes a decisively new turn" (Hough, 9). Linking Imagism with the tradition of 
Romanticism, Hough says “the great romantic writers like Wordsworth, Coleridge, 
and Keats all see literature as deeply rooted in experience." However, unlike 
Romanticism, "Symbolism moves in the direction of an autonomous art, severed from 
life and experience by an impassable gulf (Ibid.) "The Symbolists share with the 
Romantics the reliance on the epiphany, the moment of revelation; but they differ 
sharply about its status of nature and its relation to art" (Ibid.). Romantic poets seek 
to describe the moments of illumination, thereby providing a context to the 
experience, a scene for the enactment of actions. The symbolists, like Yeats, take the 
landscape as its own in embodying the moment of illumination in some particular 
artistic form (paraphrased, Hough, 1960: 10). 
The poetry of Yeats depends on "the mask of syntax" while that of Pound 
"carries the relation of things and the sequence" (Perloff，119). It is Yeats's aim to 
place his images within the region of a mythological landscape so that the landscape 
itself may serve as a contextual reference to the meaning of an aesthetic object. Yeats 
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compressed form of narrative structure in his plays. These two strategies show that 
Yeats is afraid of the horror of aestheticism. It is his aim to retain the aesthetic 
images, itself an embodiment of aesthetic ideals that transcends temporal delimitation, 
within a temporal structure of eventful stories or a contextual framework for 
references. I will illustrate this in further details in the second and the third chapters 
with references to his poems and poetic dramas. In fact, it is this concern for the 
"transitory impropriety of a piece of visual art" (in Lessing's words) that places Yeats 
apart from other symbolic literature in the Romantic period. 
To Lessing, a piece of visual art "represents an action at its climax" (Lessing, 
19). The definition of the climactic moment of an action is rather vague here. It 
seems that Lessing refers that to "the single moment of time to which art must confine 
itself by virtue of its material limitations" (19). This formulates his basic argument 
about "poetry as a temporal art and painting (or visual art in general) as a spatial one". 
Lessing comments, 
If the artist can never make use of more than a single moment in ever-
changing nature, and if the painter in particular can use this moment only 
with reference to a single vantage point, while the works of both painter and 
sculptor are created not merely to be contemplated - contemplated 
repeatedly and at length - then it is evident that this single moment and the 
point from which it is viewed cannot be chosen with too great a regard for 




It seems, therefore, to Lessing, that it is through imagination and contemplation 
that one may understand the meaning of an aesthetic image. In this sense, it is the 
consciousness of the readers or the audiences that semantically constructs, or 
completes the construction, of an aesthetic image. It leaves therefore critics' effort to 
delimit the relationship between an aesthetic image and its thematic counterpart. The 
underlying construction principles determine, to quite a large extent, the poetic 
tradition a poet follows. Avant garde artists of the twentieth century work at realizing 
what is to be completed in our imagination concretely on the stage. The effort shows 
an attempt to create, a new temporal dimension that overcomes the ‘transitory 
impropriety of a piece of visual art'. 
Critics like Edmund Wilson (1931), Graham Hough (1947) and Frank Kermode 
(1957) generally consider Yeats as the last romantic. There are others, who like C.K. 
Stead (1964, 1986) and A..C. Partridge (1976), regard Yeats as the first modem. In 
effect, Yeats stood at the watershed between Romanticism and Modernism. Yeats，s 
poetry retains the syntactical control of definitive clauses and his poetic symbols seem 
to describe rather than suggest. His belief in the immediacy of things, if any, was to 
be realized on the stage. 
Yeats attempts to define the term symbol in "Symbolism in Painting": 
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Thus, a symbol performs the following two functions in Yeats's work: first, narrating; 
secondly, portraiture. Symbolism combines the two functions in one thing by 
narrating through depiction. The artist imitates whatever mental images appear in his 
own mind and he portrays them as universal images that narrate the experiences of 
general humanity. In another article, “Magic，，，Yeats further defines the function of 
symbols in literary works: 
1. That the border of our mind are ever shifting, and that many minds can 
flow into one another, as it were, and create or reveal a single mind, a 
single energy. 
2. That the borders of our memories are as shifting, and that our 
memories are a part of one great memory, the memory of Nature 
herself; 
3. That his great mind and great memory can be evoked by symbols. 
{Magic, E&L 28) 
A symbol imitates “the border of our shifting mind". In his earlier period, Yeats sets 
his symbol within the border of a mythological landscape. The border of the 
mythological landscape suggests the border of the poet's shifting mind. In The Song of 
Happy Shepherd for example, Yeats represents his subjective consciousness in the 
form of mythological figures, which dwell in the ancient woods of Arcady. Yeats's 
woods of Arcady were the "enchanted woods’，of Greek Arcady, of the "dead" golden 
past where spirits resided (Mythologies: 61). The word "over" suggests a sense of 
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death - a past that has perished. This past joy is the joy of the Golden Age of the 
Greeks. By depicting the landscape and by putting this poem as the first one in the 
collection of Crossways, it seems that Yeats intends to revive the dead spirit of the 
Golden Age through the revival of the poetic landscape of Ireland in his poetic world. 
The colorful and picturesque nature at twilight excited the poet's imagination and 
allowed him to see with "the mind's eye", the inhabitants of the occult world. Such a 
vision of fairies and sphinxes "comes from the bank of the river by the trees where the 
first light had shone for a moment" (M.: 55). Yeats's revival of poetic landscape is 
hence an attempt to search in Ireland for a cultural space in the declining Western 
civilization of the modem world. The border of the woods of Arcady is the border of 
this idealized cultural space for Ireland. In this sense, the border of the poetic 
landscape delimits the border of Yeats，s poetic mind. 
Delimitation by scenery, however, is less stable than we would hope for. The 
organicity of its color and form deduces a kind of atmosphere that is as fluid and as 
floating as our mind. Yeats describes in Mythologies how the beauty and vision of a 
mythological past gushes out vividly with energetic power in such an intuitive way 
that the poet finds it uncontrollable and names such a creative poetic mind "the Hell 
of the Artist" (M, 100). 
Interestingly, however, it is this gush of passion that arises from organic images 
that Yeats turned more and more to in his later periods. The later Yeats has a 
tendency to draw upon perceptual elements of form, shape, color, lighting, 
atmosphere and sound for transcendental references. His use of concrete organic 
images shows his tendency to "listen to the cry of the flesh" which reveals “the desire 
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for a body's warmth and softness" (“Magic，，，1901，E&L 53). An organic body 
reveals “the intensity of the ecstasy of saints and lovers alike" (Ibid.). The 
delimitation of the meaning of such aesthetic images depends on the symbolic 
reference one finds in the Great Memory of the universe. It seems therefore, that the 
meaning resides in the perceiver's mind, rather than the informative codes of the 
poetic landscape alone. 
Yeats's poetic logic of concrete ifnified image that embodied human mind in the 
form of internal action within a symbolic image seems akin to Blake's concrete 
images. George Wingfield Digby names Blake's images as "images of wonder" 
(Digby, 94) and Yeats, in Symbolism in Painting names Blake's images as symbols. 
Take the organic symbol in The Tyger, as an example. In The Tyger, the poet uses 
pictorial language in depicting the image of the tiger. Like a sculptor, the poet 
“frames the fearful symmetry" of the tiger's body, which suggests, as Adams 
comments, "simultaneously three visual images: First, the eyes of the tiger piercing 
through darkness like those of any cat. Secondly, the tiger seen in the mind's eye in a 
glow of light, typical of symbolic religious art where the main figure seems to emerge 
from some vast supernatural glow. And thirdly, the stripes of the tiger visualized as 
shooting flames, symbolic in Blake's painting of action, energy, and purifying 
violence" (Adams, 237). It is this poetic energy that mirrors the passion in the poet's 
heart and that transforms the idea of Aristotelian action into that of vision and 
emotion expressed within the boundary of color and form. This new kind of 
embodiment of passion within the ''boundary" of bodily representation provides a 






Writing early in the nineteenth century, Coleridge defined the term symbol in the 
following way: 
A symbol.. .is the translucence of the eternal through and in the temporal. 
(Coleridge, The Statesman 's Manual, 1816, quoted by M.H. Abrams, 1985) 
This definition of symbol places stress on the temporal physicality of things. There is 
j 
therefore a tendency for a symbol to return to its original likeness of things. Goethe 
gave his concept of symbolism in 1824: 
Symbolism transforms the phenomenon into idea, the idea into an image, 
and in such a way that the idea remains always infinitely active and 
unapproachable in the image. 






In this sense, a symbolic image is both a physical and non-physical thing. 
Physical because it is stimulated by a natural phenomenon and non-physical because 
the natural phenomenon represents something which is not it. As Baudelaire put his 
doctrine: "Everything, form, movement, number, colour, perfume, in the spiritual as in 
the natural world, is significance, reciprocal, converse, correspondent" (Fleurs du 
mal, 1957，quoted by M.H. Abrams, 1985). To Baudelaire, the mental images in 
one's own mind possesses the physical attributes of "form, movement, number, color 
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and perfume" that may find their counterpart in the phenomenal world. This massive 
emphasis upon the physicality of things makes symbols more or less an autonomous 
art. There is no fixed code of reference for delimitation other than that of the Great 
Memory that resides on the sub-conscious plane. 
Yet this Great Memory resides in a region with shifting borders. There is, 
therefore, aside from the representation of a static imagery, a constant change of the 
state of things. Such a constant change in the state of things forms another temporal 
dimension apart from that of the static representation of symbolic images, which 
"froze" an intense moment of ecstasy in the form of visionary images as Parkin, 
suggests. Like Rossetti, Yeats believes that an organic body reveals “the intensity of 
the ecstasy of saints and lovers alike" (Ibid.). There is a temporal dimension to the 
change of state of emotions, which expresses itself as a dilemma of poetic tension. 
This poetic tension is concentrated in the form of an organic body, which moves, 
symbolically, as the poet's moved psyche does. It is an expressive dimension of 
change. 
Early Yeats attempts to express this new dimension of temporality by imitating 
musical rhythm, like that of Wagner. According to Yeats, 
[Poetry] is the speech of the people that delighted in rhythmical animation 
...in images, in words full of far-off suggestion. {E&L 11) 
Later Yeats, however, embodies this rhythmical pattern in the body of a dancer and 
his/her dance. The later Yeats moves more and more from delimitation by poetic 
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landscape to bodily representation. The poet's sole aim is to order the sequences of 
appearances of the changing states of emotion in the rhythmical pattern of a dance. 
Interestingly, Yeats places his dancers within the construction of mythological 
stories, thereby providing a contextual background for the appearances of these 
symbolic characters and providing the changing states of emotions with a motivating 
force. The appearances of emotive symbols require a symbolic character to act as an 
agent and a story plot to supply the dance with motives. 
This tendency of using an image to narrate can be traced back to the experiments 
of early Yeats. The early Yeats is interested in crafting “a sudden flaming word” in an 
"entangled story" {The Song of the Happy Shepherd, L 19，16). Placing his tragic 
heroes at the climactic moments of their lives, Yeats found the heightened point of 
ecstasy in life. There is a tendency for Yeats to represent conflicting passions in the 
form of emblematic images like the rose, the trees and the tower in his poetic works. ！ 
In the prefatory poem of his collected work in 1895, The Rose, Yeats wrote, ‘ 
I 
I' 
Red Rose, proud Rose, sad Rose of all my days! / 
Come near me, while I sing the ancient ways: 
Cuchulain battling with the bitter tide; 
The dmid, grey, wood-nurtured, quiet-eyed, 
Who cast round Fergus dreams, and ruin untold; 
And thine own sadness, whereof stars, grown old 
In dancing silver-sandalled on the sea, 
Sing in their high and lonely melody. 
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(To the Rose upon the Rood of Time, Ll-8) 
Yeats personifies the emblematic Rose and addresses her as the hearer to whom 
he sings. The songs of Yeats are the songs of the Happy Shepherd, the songs of 
entangled stories, of dreams. He sings the stories of legendary characters like 
Cuchulain, the Druid, and Fergus and places them against the Rose, who also 
possesses her own sorrow like that of the tragic heroes. Viewed in this way, Yeats's 
tragic heroes are embedded in the emblematic symbol of a Rose. They are but part of 
the dancers that grow out of the boughs of love and hate. In this sense, Yeats 
transgresses the boundary of physicality in a static symbol like the rose, and allows it 
to move, as a dancer does, in the legendary world of his tragic heroes. All this 
expresses but the tragic beauty that Yeats sought for in his life. 
In the form of dramatic narratives, the poet mirrors his own elusive conflict with 
the otherworldly figures like the hawk and the Woman of the Sidhe in his plays. The 
Rose (first published in 1895) tells quite a number of entangled stories about “Fergus 
i 
and the Druid', ‘‘Cuchulain，s Fight with the Sea”，‘‘The Countess Cathleen in ‘ 
Paradise” and so on. It seems that Yeats absorbs, from the “rose breath" {To the Rose 
upon the Rood of Time, L14) of imagined dreams, the inspiration of "Eternal Beauty" 
(Ibid., L12). Attracted by these symbolic figures of Eternal Beauty, Yeats “seeks 
alone to hear the strange things，，(Ibid., L19) from the Other world and thinks that 
they symbolize the "things said by God to the bright hearts" of the archaic world 
(Ibid.，L20). In this sense, the scene in Yeats's works mirrors but the emblematic 
form of the heart and represents, through the psyche of the tragic hero, the image of 
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Eternal Beauty in the Rose. 
From the above analysis, we may see that with Yeats, though he retains more or 
less of a plot structure, there is a tendency to compress it within an instant of 
representation, and form thereby a unified and organic visionary image. Indeed, Yeats 
seems to have a completely different perspective from Aristotle to the understanding 
of "a unified and a whole action" (Poetics, VI). Based on Aristotle's theory, the neo-
classicist drama of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries formulated the idea of the 
unity of time, place and action. Yeats and the nineteenth century symbolists, however, 
find this unified and single whole of representation in the instantaneous appearance of 
an image. There is, therefore, a tendency for Yeats to discard the conventional act 
scene division of dramatic structure, and to produce the compressed form of one-act 
I 
play. 
The world of the fin de siecle of Yeats's time seems far distant from the world of 
William Wordsworth. Yet the movement of Yeats,s time was "not merely a 
degeneration or an elaboration of Romanticism, but rather a counterpart to it, a second 
flood of the same tide" (Edmund Wilson, Axel's Castle.. 2). In the Romantic tradition, ‘ 
the artist is retained within the framework of the poetic picture and its metaphorical 
representation in the form of figurative speech and meaning is thus stabilized. What 
modem poets intend to do, however, is to release the subjective role of the poet from 
the framework and allow the form of natural objects to stand as the “container，， 
(Burke's term) of ideas in the course of appreciation. This in the end endows a 
natural object with a “potential of meaning", like that of the Blakean symbolic images 
(Digby, 95). Paradoxically speaking, it is such an overt emphasis on objectivity that 
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gives modem poems a sense of principal subjectivity. 
For Yeats, there is a tendency to return the image to its most original sense, that 
is, as a physical image, and allow the reader to experience the sensational impact of it 
in the most original manner. This begins the modem tradition of "no ideas but in 
things". The metaphoric tradition of Yeats seems to be structured in a different way 
from that of the tradition of metaphoric usage since the seventeenth century. While 
metaphor generally denotes a comparison between two things, Yeats's symbolic 
drama, by returning an image to its physical sense, is structured by the embodiment of 
ideas within concrete bodily representation. 
The following diagram bases on the model of Lakoff and Turner may illustrate 
the more traditional understanding of metaphor in a better way: 
i 
Source Domain Target Domain 
^ ^ V t O ； 
concrete ^ abstract 
thing ] \ concept 
V ^ ^ ^ i 
A model of metaphor developed by Lakoff and Turner 
This model, as suggested by Lakoff and Turner in More than Cool Reason, 
reveals not only a model of the linguistic metaphor, that is, metaphor as a kind of 
figurative speech, but also a model of conceptual thinking as well. To Lakoff and 
Turner, we think in a metaphoric way by mapping what we know onto new things and 
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in this way, formulate new concepts. For example, life is a journey. Journey is more 
or less a concrete concept that appears as a mental image in our mind. It is then 
mapped onto the more abstract concept, life. In this sense, we extend the meaning of 
life by drawing an internal link between life and a journey (paraphrased, Lakoff and 
Turner, 1989: 61). Yeats's concrete images, however, work in ways similar to that of 
William Blake's. Both appeal to the sensory organs, especially the visual one, of the 
readers. Lakoff and Johnson call this "embodied reason，，. 
Lakoff and Johnson discuss the structure of "embodied reason，，in a recent book, 
Philosophy in the Flesh: 
Our conceptual system is grounded in our perceptual system. We can only 
I 
I 
form concepts through the body. Therefore，every understanding that we 
• r 
can have of the world，others, and ourselves can only be framed in terms of I i'i i: 
concepts shaped by our bodies. These concepts use our perceptual， 丨 
I 
imaging, and motor systems to characterize our optimal functioning in ；‘ 
i . 
every life. This is the level at which we are maximally in touch with the ) 
reality of our environments. 
(Lakoff & Johnson, 1999，555) 
This extreme stress on bodily experience, in Lakoff and Johnson's view, belongs 
partially to the more general phenomenon of metaphoric thought, where subjective 
experiences and judgements are correlate to our sensory experiences so regularly that 
they become neurally linked (Lakoff and Johnson: 555). In this sense, our everyday 
26 
A 
experiences might correlate with our sensory experiences in such a way that we may 
instinctively draw an analogy with the metaphoric representation from the perceptual 
elements of a physical object. This in the end allows the receivers to participate in 
retrieving meaning of a concrete symbolic image in a perceptual manner. 
For these reasons may be, an artist may communicate with the others through 
bodily representation, which appeals directly to our sensory organs, especially in a 
visual manner. Lakoff and Johnson attempt to lay a philosophical groundwork for 
visual art. Their argument in the end overthrows “classical faculty psychology". 
I i 
Lakoff and Johnson state explicitly that "concepts and reason both derive from, and 
make use of, the sensorimotor system" (Ibid.). In the end, perhaps, they simply 












Chapter Two "More than Cool Reason": 
a study of the poetic metaphor in Yeats，s 
poems 
The Whirling Dancers 
In his late poetry especially, Yeats's sometimes put several images together to 
develop an argument. Yeats uses organic images like trees, swans and hawks as 
symbols to represent his philosophical, occult and historical viewpoints. In fact, one 
may say that Yeats's self identity as a poet exists only in the form of symbolic 
representation. I am interested in the notion of body-motion-action, which replaces 
the notion of Aristotelian action in the theatre. They are action embodied in physical 
things. It is interesting to see if the signs of the mise en scene in Yeats's theatre are 
subservient to the dramatic plot, or whether it deduces a second level of perceptual 
• j 
meaning of its own through the notion of "container" and “things contained" (in the 
terms of Kenneth Burke). The answer to this will help us understand avant-garde I I I.' 
theatre in a better way. 
•I 
• I . For Yeats, the static body image of a dancer is never totally separated from the ；; 
/ 
motion of a dance: 
how can we tell the dancer from the dance? 
{Among Schoolchildren) 
The static body of a dancer is ready for movement in the musical rhythm in the 
theatre, which, will replace the rhythm of poetry in regulating poetic tension of a 
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Yeatsian play. The body of the dancer always has a tendency to dance in actual 
movement on the stage. Based on Yeats's poetic work, I will establish the argument 
that the linguistic images in his poems and the perceptual images that move on the 
stage are but the two sides of a single coin. 
According to Aristotle, poets, painters and dancers, all imitate human action (ref. 
Fergusson (ed.), Poetics: 4). This imitation of action in a narration follows basically a 
linear pattern. Both Greek epics and Greek plays expose episodes in an eventful 
manner. They allow things to happen in a linear fashion. The theme of the play 
progressively develops as conflicts between two people or two parties begin to 
develop. This dramatic action reaches for a climax when the conflicts are exposed 
and solved, which leads to the final end of the play. This is the basic pattern of the 
Aristotelian action theory and this forms a diachronic pattern to events. To Aristotle, 
such a diachronic pattern of “the beginning, the middle and the end” imitates human 
action in a most truthful manner in most artistic genre. 
Different from Aristotle, Yeats imitates the internal rather than the external 
human action. The internal action arises from turbulent passion from within. It 
reflects the poet's dreams for Maud Gonne and for the Tragic Beauty of Ireland. 
Interestingly, the poet himself, as the subject of contemplation, does not exist in the 
poems. Rather, we as readers hear his voice in the representation of poetic images. 
These poetic images, expressed in the form of concrete physical bodies, symbolize to 
a certain extent the poet's self-identity. In this sense, we may call these symbolic 
images Yeats's anti-selves. Yeats explains this notion of self and anti-self in Per 
Arnica Silentia Lunae. According to Yeats, 
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If we cannot imagine ourselves as different from what we are, and try to 
assume that second self, we cannot impose a discipline upon ourselves 
though we may accept one from others. Active virtue, as distinguished 
from the passive acceptance of a code, is therefore theatrical, consciously 
dramatic, the wearing of a mask.. • 
{Per Arnica Silentia Lunae) 
What Yeats intends to create, therefore, is his own masked self: 
The other self, the anti-self or the antithetical self, as one may choose to 






] • ' 
I ‘ 
To Yeats, reality exists in the internal mind of a passionate heart; it can only be � 
reflected through the looking glass of a masked character, an anti-self. He illustrates 
his poetic theory in one of his later poems, Michael Robartes and the Dancer (1921). 
The poem records a dialogue between “he’，and “she”. While Michael represents the 
male sex, the Dancer is naturally seen as the "she". The dialectical argument between 
them may reflect, however, gender conflict in general and such conflict is again 
represented in the image of a knight and his lady in a static picture, which is, 
according to Jeffares's research, probably 'Saint George and the Dragon' in the 
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National Gallery in Dublin. 
In this altarpiece, the knight, who "loved" (L5) the lady, is also arguing with her. 
A fight between the knight and a dragon concretely represents their argument. The 
body of the dragon symbolically represents the lady's thought. When the knight 
"argues" with his lover ("You mean they argued” - Line 13), he is in fact fighting with 
the dragon, whose body “every morning rose again/ And dug its claws and shrieked 
and fought" - (Line 7-8). In this sense, the poet, who associates his own gender 
struggle with Maud Gonne with a fight between the knight and the dragon, interprets 
the image of the dragon in a symbolic manner. And in this sense, the knight is the 
poet's anti-self. 
The action verbs “rose，，，"dug", "shrieked" and "fought" expose the action of the 
"fight" in a successive manner. The way Yeats arranges the sequence of motion of the 
rising dragon is similar to the depiction of the fighting knight, who "grips his long 
spear so to push that dragon through the fading light" (Line 3-4). The verb "grips" 丨 
I 
and "push" show two consecutive motions. In this sense, Yeats perceives a “moving，， 
vision of a fight from the static alter-piece of 'Saint George and the Dragon'. The I 
static pictorial art is turned into a series of motions in the imaginative mind. This 
allows him to see things “not pictured there" ("And that he will turn green with rage/ 
At all that is not pictured there" — Line 16-17). By curtailing turbulent passion in the 
form of a concrete image, Yeats mirrors the internal action of gender struggle in a 
symbolical way. In this sense, a poetic image, with its concrete body representation, 
reflects the self-image of the poem in a symbolic mask and develops, like a dream or 
a vision, in a series of successive motions. In this sense, motion replaces action and 
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motif, motives as the specific poetic logic of Yeats. 
Poetic vision, perceived from a pictorial image, imparts more serene knowledge 
than those granted by "college", "book" or “school’，(Line 18, Line 20, Line 52): 
For what mere book can grant a knowledge 
With an impassioned gravity 
Appropriate to that beating breast, 
‘ I 
I 
That vigorous thigh, that dreaming eye? 
{Michael Robartes and the Dancer, L20-23) 
The concrete body of a symbolic image possesses a level of perceptual value, 
which appeal to the reader's senses. The association it thus provokes is, to Yeats, true 
knowledge as compared with a book. This poetic device of concrete image is again 
mapped onto a dancer's body. Interestingly, the “she” in the poem, who is supposed 
I ‘ 
i 丨 . 
to be the dancer, does not dance. Nor does she move. What is moved in the form of a ：丨 
dragon is the poet's poetic imagination, which is given body of a “beating breast and a I) 
vigorous thigh". In this sense, the poet sees the reflection of his own poetic vision in 
the body of a dancer, which is again symbolically mapped onto the body of a dragon, 
which reflects, in the form of a looking-glass, the thought and struggle between the 
two genders. In this way, Yeats represents a universal theme in the concrete body of a 
dancer. 
From the above analysis, we may deduce two philosophical arguments of Yeats 
First, the body is “the locus of consciousness, subjective experience, moral 
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judgement, reason, will, and most important, one's essence." (Lakoff & Johnson: 
563). Secondly, vision is the enactment of imagination. A concrete image embodies 
“the beginning, the middle and the end” of an action. For example, in this poem, the 
knight “loved，，the lady. Therefore he "grips" his long spear to “push” through the 
dragon. But that dragon "rose" again every morning and "fought". The dragon lives 
a phoenix life of death and regeneration. This makes the pursuit of the knight futile. 
For this reason, he “turns green with rage" (Line 16). In this sense, successive images 
in the form of vision become action in the form of the artist's mind. 
According to Andrew Parkin, Yeats's poetic imagination lies in "the conjunction 
of thought and feeling." (4). Different forms of imagination are concretized in the 
form of images in a looking glass. What the "looking-glass" reflects is an image, the 
image of an anti-self: 
But bear in mind your lover's wage 
Is what your looking glass can show, 
And that he will turn green with rage 
At all that is not pictured there. 
(Line 14-17) 
If the lady looks into the looking glass and allows herself to see with love, her thought 
will be changed: 
Could the impossible come to pass 
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She would have time to turn her eyes 
Her lover thought, upon the glass 
And on the instant would grow wise. 
(L 9-12) 
In this sense, the perceived object reflects not objective reality, rather, it shows the 
mirror image of the self in the disguise of an anti-self. Through such perceptual 
consciousness of the self, we gain an “impassioned” knowledge different from what is 
taught at the school (“They say such different things at school" - Line 52). 
Interestingly, Yeats's argument for his statement that “Opinion is not worth a 
rush" is exposed through the representation of four different visual images: First, the 
altarpiece of Saint George and the Dragon. Secondly, the work of the Venetian 
painter, Paul Veronese (1525 -88); thirdly, the lagoon in Venice; and lastly, the 
"Morning" and “Night” statues in Florence. Interestingly, these static statues 
discloses the bodily motion of a dancer, whose extended and constricted “sinew，， 
attains a level of "supernatural right" (Line 36). Viewed in this way, metaphysical 
argument is grounded in the representation of a dancer's body and motion, replacing 
Aristotelian action in this particular poem of later Yeats. 
From Michael Robartes and the Dancer, we can see how later Yeats make use of 
the concrete body of a symbolic image, most often in the form of a dancer. A similar 
pattern is shown in The Double Vision of Michael Robartes (1919). In this poem, the 
poet describes a poetic landscape that has its source in the mind's eye. He describes a 
man in contemplation, sitting on “the grey rock of Cashei". 
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“The Double Vision of Michael Robartes”, written more or less around the period 
(the 1910，s —1920，s) when Yeats indulges in writing dance plays, is, to a certain 
extent, Yeats's treatise on Art. Yeats dreamed the dream of Mallarme, who wished to 
find "a true theatrical sonority, a stage liberated from cardboard falsities; which 
emerged from a confluence of the other arts and yet remained, as Wagner did not, 
theatre" (Kermode, Modern Essays: 11). The image of a dancer, is hence a poetic 
image that allows Yeats's theatrical dream to become true on the stage. Together with 
other aesthetes like Wilde and Mallarme, Yeats explored the possibility of staging 
passion and vision in the motif of a dancer. Viewed in this way, Yeats is consciously 
applying his own poetic logic of concrete symbolic bodily representation in the mise-
en-scene of the theatre. We ask therefore, how does Yeats construct the image of a 
dancer in his poems? I will discuss this with reference to The Double Visions of 
Michael Robartes and two other poems, A Child Dancing in the Wind and Among 
School Children. Both apply the image of a dancer as the central image of the poems. 
The Double Vision of Michael Robartes "introduces for almost the first time what 
was to become a central image in Yeats, the image of a dancer，，(Gilbert, S.: 53). 
Although the image of a dancer symbolically representing passion appeared in Yeats's 
poems almost right from the beginning, in The Song of the Happy Shepherd in the 
Crossways (1889), it remains more or less as part of the mythological background of 
the woods of Arcady. The Double Vision of Michael Robartes, however, establishes 
the image of a dancer as the central image that dances between the cold, distant，and 
mysterious Sphinx that possesses hidden wisdom and the static contemplating posture 
of a Buddha. Such image of a dancer, non-separated from the dance, symbolically 
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reflects Yeats’s poetic themes in bodily motion. It replaces the early use of poetic 
landscape as the symbolic representation of human mind and human psyche by the 
movement of the dancer, who dances within the deeps of the mind. The dance is, 
symbolically speaking, a spatial metaphor that associates with emotional height and 
spiritual depth, and the dance symbolically represents the intentional changes between 
these two spiritual states. 
The poem is divided into three parts. Centering on the idea of perception, each 
starts with a line about seeing. In the first two parts, the poet sees with “the mind's 
eye" “on the grey rock of Cashel" (Line 1, Line 17) “in Comae's ruined house" (Line 
68). Cormac's house is an ecclesiastical ruin (Jeffares, 1968: 215). The vision "the 
mind's eye" sees is hence the 'Vision of a lost faith" (paraphrased Skelton, R. & 
Saddlemyer, A. 1965:54). Such vision takes the form of a girl in the image of a 
dancer who dances between the two poles of a "double vision’，： a Sphinx and a 
i Buddha. "The sphinx is the intellect, gazing on both known and unkown things" j 
i 
(Jeffares: 216). The Buddha, on the other hand, is in the posture of “hand at rest, 
I 
/Hand lifted up that blest". It signifies a sort of blissful state at rest. The two images ！ 
of the double vision represents a series of antithetical relationship: body and posture; 
beastly and sacred nature; physical and spiritual state. The movement of the girl 
dancer between the two poles shows a continuously transforming state of being. In 
this sense, the poem is the first instance of Yeats comparing the image of a dancer 
with the idea of motion and hence the transforming state of spiritual essence. 
The poem is closely linked to Yeats's occult system exemplified in A Vision, 
which was written in early 1920，s. According to Yeats, 
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The ultimate reality, because neither one nor many, concord nor discord, is 
symbolised as a phaseless sphere, but as all things fall into a series of 
antinomies in human experience.... 
(A Vision B:193) 
The antinomies between complete subjectivity, as that of the Sphinx and 
complete objectivity, as that of the Buddha, reveals a kind of whirling force that 
attracts each other to its original being. Life is hence seen as always moving on this 
plane of movement until it reaches the final destination of unity in the last phase of 
totality. It stops moving when it arrives at total unity as well as at absolute negation, 
"when the old moon is vanished from the sky/And the new still hides her hom" (Ll-
h 
2). It is only in this ambiguous state that spiritual rest is found and creation is j 
j ‘ 
possible. A dancer dances between the two poles of subjectivity and objectivity, I i i 
I ： . ： between the Sphinx and the Buddha. She remains as a symbolic image of vigorous 
� 
and turbulent life, mathematically structured as the fifteenth phase of the moon, that , 
is, in the climactic middle point of development. 
Stanza 4 describes the posture of the sphinx: 
One lashed her tail; her eyes lit by the moon 
Gazed upon all things known, all things unknown, 
In triumph of intellect 
With motionless head erect. (L29-32) 
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This image is almost identical to the Guardian of the Hawk at the Hawk's Well, 
who, as described by the Old Man in the play, has "dazed and heavy eyes" 
(paraphrased, L66). The Old Man describes the Guardian of the Well, later possessed 
by the Sidhe, in the following way: 
Why do you stare like that? 
You had that glassy look about the eyes 
Last time it happened. 
(L70-72) 
This is the image of the Sidhe before it dances. The Sphinx is "lashing her tail” 
{The Double Vision of Michael Robartes, L29), ready to move, as the woman dancer 
丨I: 
in At the Hawks Well does. In this sense, the three images that include the sphinx, the I ‘ I i : dancer and the Buddha are but one single unity，expressed on a spatial plane of the | 
) . 
i ‘ ： 
I ' 
human vision. The dancer and her dance reveal but the process of such changing 丨 
‘1'•； 
；1 
states of the human mind. , 
The poetic imagination in the mind's eye on the Grey rock of Cashel 
(paraphrased, LI) bums with fire. It expresses itself as “a pitch of folly" (Line 58), 
discarded by the teaching of most schools. Like the dancer, the poet is caught 
between the double vision of "thought and images" and experiences that dancing 
motion of "pull" and “fal’，. The gusty energy of a dance becomes the poetic energy 
of his poems and seeks also a dramatic vocabulary on the stage. Yeats's poetic vision 
is never simply a static picture. It embodies movement of a dancer on a spatial plane 
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of the Rock of Cashel. His poetic themes are represented in organic images like that 
of a sphinx, Buddha and a dancer and they possesses a sort of vital spontaneity that is 
expressed in the form of “gusty energy" (Essays and Introductions: 5). The dancer in 
The Double Vision of Michael Robartes moves between static knowledge and moving 
love. He/she seems to be a celebration of corporeality, which embodies 
consciousness in a metaphorical way. The concrete image of a physical body, with its 
sensual feel imparted by the "beating breast, that vigorous thigh [and] dreaming eyes" 
{Michael Robartes and the Dancer) reflects but the moving mind that "is driven wild" 
by memories or by dreams. The changing states of the images in the poets mind 
forms a unified dancing body that creates a sort of poetic image that tends to move out 
of the page. The movement of the whirling dancer reflects a moving mind that finds 
its bodily representation in the image of an anti-self in the images of the Sphinx, the 
. i 
Buddha and the dancer. i 
r.i i Yeats's later poems celebrate the perceptual experience of visual images，which, 1 
I ‘ 
to the poet, are a true reflection of the human mind in a symbolic maimer. When 
Yeats “first began to write", he "desired to describe outward things as vividly as , 
possible, and took pleasure, in which there was, perhaps, a little discontent, in 
picturesque and declamatory books" (“The Autumn of the Body”, Essays and 
Introduction: 189). The dancers in the Arcadian woods and the leafy island “of 
Sleuth Wood in the Lake", though vivid and lively, are but a part of the poetic 
landscape of Ireland's legendary and mythological past (Cf.，The Song of the Happy 
Shepherd and The Stolen Child). Yeats felt “a little discontent" and replaces natural 
landscape with the more abstract plane for a dancer's dance as the symbolic 
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representation of the human mind. 
Indeed, such a concrete expression of "bodiless emotion" {E&L 191) is so 
powerful that it allows us to see a vision of our true image in the reflection of the 
images, which functions as a "looking-glass" (MRD: L15). When images of the 
poet's antithetical thought change, he saw in their changing states the "dancing of the 
intellect". Such dances “stop/ As ‘t were a spinning-top" (DVM: 44) in the unified 
double vision of a dancer who dances between the two poles of a Sphinx and a 
Buddha. Yeats's dancer is hence closely related to his idea of visionary symbol. 
Michael Robartes and the Dancer is written in the form of a dialectical argument 
between the opposing sexes. The pictorial images are established as grounds 
supporting the opening thesis statement. Yeats even adds "principles" from the Latin 
text at the end to "prove himself right" (Line 42). In this sense, the "uncomposite 
丨I: 
blessedness" of “all beautiful women" (Line 45-46) and in fact beauty itself is I； 
：•'•！ 
i ！ "logically" composed in this poem. I I I i I 
‘： 
Similarly, The Double Vision of Michael Robartes is also one of the [ j ‘ 
philosophical and aesthetic statements of Yeats in poetic form. The complexity of / 
visionary experience is proved in three consecutive sections. Yeats tries to establish 
his argument through the perceptual experience of “seeing，’. “On the grey rock of 
Cashel the mind's eye，，sees two different visions. First, cold spirits that are pounded 
into the form of man. Secondly, a girl who dances between a Sphinx and a Buddha. 
The final product of which allows the poet to see Ideal Beauty in the representation of 
a dancing girl. In the process of artistic creation, the poet first sees a visionary image 
in his imagination. “The imagination is so powerful that it persists after death and 
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existed before birth, as part of the eternal soul”（4). The state of the visionary seeing 
of the ‘eternal soul' is under constant change, as that of the movement of a dancer. 
Such a changing state of motion reflects also the changing state of emotion of the 
poet. This in the end forms a new momentum of poetic energy that differs from the 
Aristotelian one. It moves on a spatial plane of the stage, rather than the linear 
temporal plot of a play. In this sense, both Robartes poems are structured within a 
logically and sequentially expounded framework. Does concrete imagery 
I I 
communicate as effectively by itself? 
In To a Child Dancing in the Wind (1912), the whirling child dancer who dances 
in the wind by the shore depicts an archetypal image of human energy that stands in i 
combat with the fluidity of changing human fate. The daring energy that challenges 
the force of nature is given flesh and blood in the concrete image of a child dancer, 
,I ； whose thrusting and tumbling motion of hair becomes the metonym of youthful 
；I 
power. The body of the dancer forms an axis of motion. Its center is located, I f ‘ I ‘： 
however, in the soul of the young girl, who neither knows “the fooPs triumph’，nor 丨 
“love lost as soon as won". Metaphorically speaking, she is just standing by the , 
shore, near to but away from the troubled water of life. The axis of the concrete 
image of a body represents the center from which action and reaction to life springs 
foreword. In this sense, emotional tension replaces that of a motivated action and the 
motif of a dancing image forms the axis for such tension in action. The emblematic 
dancing image of the thrusting hair in the monstrous crying of the wind preserved a 
sort of unity. Such unity gives attributes to the poem's concreteness. 
In 7b a Child Dancing in the Wind, Yeats embodies the concrete beauty of will 
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power in the image of a dancer. To Kermode, Yeats's images show "the paradox of 
making a dead face stand for what is most 'vital' in art" and it tells the "speech of the 
soul" (using Pater's phrase) (Kermode: 65). The character whose emotion is moved 
manifests his/her passion in corporeal movement. The body hence becomes a place of 
contest for their internal strength. In this sense, the body is the metaphoric human 
psyche that appeals to the eyes. It gains a sort of concreteness through its movement, 
either in the eyes of the human mind or on the stage. It calls for an instinctive 
emotional response. Such a spiritual essence of noble characters is presented 
differently in the form of dramatic action and in the vision of an emblematic image. 
The dancing image in later Yeats resembles a moving statue of Michaelangelo. It 
embodies a sort of spiritual tension. 
Yeats's earlier poems describe the realization of such poetic tension in action 
verbs. For example, in Cuchulain ’s Fight with the Sea, Yeats describes the image of 
Emer in the following words: 
i 
Then Emer cast the web upon the floor, ！ 
And raising arms all raddled with the dye, 
Parted lips with a loud sudden cry. 
(L7-8) 
The successive action verbs of “cast’，，“raise’，and “cry” are consecutive in 
nature, one movement leads onto the other and motivates the final action of pushing 
her own sons towards the final fight with his own father, towards death. In this sense, 
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Emer's actions are highly motivated, and they develop in a linear pattern of cause and 
result. Yeats, in that early period, still remained highly concerned with motivations 
and dramatic action as well as plot and structure. It is only the later Yeats that 
transforms this linear temporal relationship into the spatial metaphor of a dancing 
image. 
Later Yeats's is concerned with the dormant poetic tension that is hidden within 




- I 1 ...all the planning and the intellectual effort must be completely assimilated 
and distributed in the work, which must not mean but be... The poet sought i 
II 
to "carve the marble of pure thought until the thought takes form... Like the 
later Imagists he was after the true curve of the Image... 
(Kermode: 66) 
• 1 ‘ 
I 
In this sense, "the Dancer [is] a more perfect emblem，，(67) than the symbolic i, 
mythological characters in the representation of the narrative poems of early Yeats. 
Concrete imagery like that of the child dancer communicates effectively in short 
poems. Does it work as effectively in longer poems? Let us discuss this with 
reference to a longer poem of sixty-four lines, Among School Children. 
By referring to Among School Children, I am trying to explore the specific ways 
Yeats arranges his concrete images. How does Yeats create a unified vision by 
composing a multiplicity of images? Does he work like Pound in juxtaposing 
43 
aesthetic objects in nearby positions and allow readers to draw relationship between 
them through perceptual associations? Or does he consciously structure his images so 
that readers may easily find fixed codes of references for their symbolic meaning 
within the arrangement of the aesthetic images? How does the symbolic theme 
develop in his later poems like Among School Children? 
Among School Children was written in the late period of 1926. It records a visit 
to a school. This supplies a concrete contextual background to his poetic theme of 
physical deterioration. Jeffares comments that "[Yeats] is torn between passionate 
regret for the waning of physical strength and desires to ‘make his soul' with things of 
the mind and the spirit" (1961: 42). Such “things of the mind and the spirit" are 
expressed in the form of reveries, which provide a framework, a form to the 
constantly changing images in the poem. 
The poem consists of eight stanzas. Each contains eight lines. Each stanza 
depicts a central image Yeats either sees or imagines. The first image readers see is 
that of “a sixty-year old smiling public man". This is a self-reflection the poet sees in 
the eyes of the children (Part I). Then the image of the "Ledaean body" of Maud , 
Gonne appears in the twilight of "a sinking fire". The twin natures of man and 
woman seem blent and this results in a spiritual unity in the concrete physical form of 
an egg. Such sexual desire amounts to a kind of emotional intensity which mocks at 
reality, and the poet, associating a child with the youthful past, is "driven wild" by the 
sense of tragic "grief or rage，，. He then sees, in the height of emotional intensity, the 
reflection of Maud Gonne as "a living child" (Part III), which is ironically matched 
with “her present image" of "hollow cheek" that reminds also of his own image as an 
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"old scarecrow" (Part IV). 
From the above descriptions, one may see that the images are constantly 
changing and developing in Yeats's mind and that this resembles a "turbulent dream". 
“The turbulent dream" is a term Geoffrey Thurley uses in describing the passion of 
Yeats's poems. {The Turbulent Dream: Passion and Politics in the Poetry of W.B. 
Yeats, St. Lucia: U of Queensland, 1983). Images pile up metaphorically in the first 
four stanzas of Among School Children in which Yeats presented personages distinct 
from himself but each reflecting his partial self in its own unique way. The Ledaean 
body that bent above a sinking fire in a still posture of dreaming and contemplation 
initiates a series of changes in the bodily forms of the images. And it finally stops 
changing when the movement rests again on the smiles of the poet's subjective self as 
(I 
an “old scarecrow". This echoes with the image of “a sixty-year-old smiling public 
man" in the first stanza indicating that the changing images are but visions that reflect 
on Yeats ,s own aging body. 
The passion of Yeats's youthful love with Maud Gonne induces a series of 
philosophical mediations which are again concretized into the vision of a young , 
mother seeing the shape of her child turning into a "shape/ With sixty or more winters 
on its head" (Part V). This provokes a query as to the meaning of corporeal life. In 
stanzas VI and VII, the poet contemplates some of the solutions to the aging body 
with the images of Greek philosophers like "solider Aristotle" and "golden-thighed 
Pythagoras". The action of beating the king of kings and the sculptured image of 
Pythagoras playing music are used to replace their philosophical arguments, thus 
establishing corporeal bodies as the "ghostly paradigm of things". In this sense, Yeats 
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illustrates philosophical argument by a series of juxtaposed bodily images, though he 
is never the Poundian seeking to order images without references to plot, chronicle of 
events or logic of discourse (paraphrased, “A Packet for Ezra Pound, A Vision: 4). In 
fact, Yeats starts stanza VI with the description of Plato's philosophical thought, 
which is expressed in the form of a metaphor. The organic metaphors suggest that 
physical bodies are but the paradigms, the shadows of the real self and they 
deteriorate as old age approaches. To Yeats, these shadows of physical bodies are but 
"Old clothes upon old sticks to scare a bird" (Part VI). In this sense, the bodily image 
of the philosophers acts like proofs to Plato's argument and they are grafted within a 
“logical，，framework in Among School Children. \ 
It is the interest of later Yeats to explore the usage of bodies as concrete images 
to support his philosophical arguments, which, like that of the Robartes poems and 
1 1 
Among School Children, sound more like dreams, visions or reveries in the ‘• I 
juxtaposition of images. It may be that Yeats was interested in the presence of 
passion (“O Presences/ That passion, piety or affection knows" - L53-54) in corporeal 
embodiment. In Among School Children, readers may see the use of different kinds of , 
images that include iconic images like that of the icon of Mary whom “nuns and 
mothers worship" (L49). Or they can see a different kind of concrete image like that 
of sculptured bodies that “animate .. .reveries" (L51) in the sub-conscious mind. 
Yeats asserts that it is the “presence’’ of "passion" in these bodily representations that 
Yeats symbolizes in them "heavenly glory" (L55). 
Yeats concludes that in the eighth stanza that the poetic logic induced by the 
bodies should not be placed second to abstract thought: 
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Labor is blossoming or dancing where 
The body is not bruised to pleasure soul, 
Nor beauty bom out of its own despair, 
Nor blear-eyed wisdom out of midnight oil. 
(Among School Children) 
In these few stanzas, body is placed on the same footing as soul and the 
blossoming of a chestnut tree or that of a dancer dancing represent fully this total 
infusion or unity in the form of concrete bodily images. The life of a poet dances 
between conflicting poles in constantly changing states like that of a dreaming mind. 
It is such changing states that embody the conflicting motion of the human psyche and 
represent dramatic qualities in visual organic images. 
According to Parkin, Yeats's “eternal combatants are numerous: Oisin and St. 
Patrick, Cuchulain and Conchubar, the Fool and the Blind Man, Crazy Jane and the 
Bishop" (Parkin, 5). Parkin claims that "conflict, is [to Yeats], the basis of , 
consciousness and passion, as well as creativity, for passion is bom of the soul's 
struggle against all that impedes its unity" (Parkin, 5). In this sense, the body of a 
dancing girl that appears as a motif in the culmination of Among School Children and 
that appears also in quite a number of Yeats's poem, represents the vital energy of 
transformation and change in concrete terms. 
For Yeats, art is the tension between internal action and objective representation. 
In contrast to Aristotle, an aesthete like Yeats thinks that a symbol does not imitate 
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(paraphrased, Kermode: 44). Neither does it concretely represent ideas in the 
observation and logical deduction of the five senses. It is, in effect "utterly original, 
fluid and suggestive" (Kermode: 44) and “it is the kind of truth that comes out of the 
flux of life" (Ibid.). As the objective existence of a physical entity, it is "dead" (Ibid.), 
but at the same time "uniquely alive because of its participation in a higher order of 
existence" (Ibid.). In this way, form and matter gain unity in the embodiment of an 
organic image and such bodily images gain momentum as their state changes in the 
imaginative mind of the poet. To Yeats, "the work of art is under one aspect dead, 
under another alive" (44). Kermode, using one of the emblematic Yeatsian symbols, 
describes this phenomenon in the following way: 
...the work of art is marble yet tree-like, fixed yet constantly moving. 
(Kermode: 44) 
A poetic image, although seemingly marble in form and static in shape, 
possesses vital spontaneity. As Walter Pater suggests, the force of life exists in all , 
living things (paraphrased, S&B: 30). An image, composed of lines and colors, is "an 
image" of this living organism that “holds, like a mirror, the colour of one's own 
climate and scenery in their right proportion" {E&I\ 5). 
It is for this reason perhaps that Yeats matches the concept of motion with that of 
visual art. In fact, aesthetes like Wilde went so far as to say that "it is Literature that 
shows us the body in its swiftness and the soul in its unrest" (cited by Kermode: 45). 
Wilde's words react against the domination of Aristotelian aesthetics. Indeed, Wilde 
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suggests that there is in art, "no road through to action" (Kermode) and he denies 
overtly the artistic mode of imitation. According to Walter Pater, "When reflection 
begins to act upon those objects...they are dissipated.. .into a group of impressions -
colour, odor and texture in the mind of the observer" (S&BH: 31). Pater calls for a 
dissociation between the object and its literal concrete meaning and asks the 
perceivers to focus on "impressions unstable, flickering and inconsistent" (Ibid.). In 
this way, the meaning and association of an image become a phenomenon that awaits 
the reader's interpretation. 
Like the Paterian image, the Yeatsian image reconciles the opposites of action 
I 
and contemplation (43). To Yeats, all the arts are amoral except those baser forms of | 
sensual or didactic art that seek to excite to action of evil or of good. The imitation of i 
human action in classical poetry and drama excites a feeling of pity and fear in the 
I丨I 
perceiver's mind, hence purging by an experience of catharsis (Cf.，Poetics). Action 
in the Aristotelian definition means the imitation of an action such that the perceiver 
in respond to this episode experiences catharsis. But aesthetes like Wilde hung on his 
art the sign “No road to action" (paraphrased, Kermode: 45) and that “all artistic , 
creation is absolutely subjective. The very landscape that Corot looked at was but “a 
mood of his own mind" (Ibid.). Thus action is transformed into vision and landscape 
in the mind of the poet. 
What Yeats earnestly hopes for is the poetic energy that is dormant in the 
embodiment of a concrete image. His images show “the paradox of making a dead 
face stand for what is most ‘vital，in art" and it tells the “speech of the soul" 
(Kermode: 65). A dancing image is an image intended for movement. Yeats's dancer 
49 
is the metaphoric representation of a moved heart seeking spiritual depth and 
emotional height. It is passion that moves. Dancing is a sort of patterned movement 
that resembles the rhythmical pattern of poetry and the geometrical pattern of 
painting. It provides a structure to the emotional intention of emotions and thought. 
Classical literary theory sees poetic energy as embodied in dramatic action. 
Replacing action with the idea of vision, Yeats, the poet, is crafting tension in vision, 
and allows energy to be exposed in the musical rhythm of lines. The receivers of such 
images "visualize" the poetic vision in their imaginative mind. It is Yeats who is 
determined to visualize his poetic vision in the form of spatial division and visual 
I metaphors on the stage. ！ 
I 
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Chapter Three “An illusion that should not be quite an 
illusion”： a study of the visual image in 
Yeats's plays 
Crafting a statue on the stage using poetic speeches, colors, lighting and costumes 
The actors and actresses of Yeats，s plays are sculptures that spring into action on 
the stage in the "lyric intensity of a single act" (Parkin, 67). This compressed form of 
action embodies human conflicts in a unified vision on the stage. This is not unlike 
the unified vision Yeats attempted to create in his poems. In order to “paint” and to 
“craft’，concrete visions on the stage, two major reforms in the traditional theatre were 
made by Yeats. First, he rejected the realistic drama that imitated human actions in 
the legendary background of his early plays, and secondly, he abandoned landscape in 
favor of portraiture as the appropriate painterly analogy in his later plays (Loizeaux: 
88). 
i 
As early as the 1890’s, Yeats rejected realistic drama that imitated human actions ] 
I 
'；；：：1 
and called for an art conceived not in the brain but in the whole body (“The Autumn ''i 
of the Body": Essays and Introductions). The Yeatsian heroes such as Forgael in the 
early play The Shadowy Waters wander in a mythological landscape in search for an 
Ideal Beauty. By reaching back to that early phase of every civilization where 
everything is prescribed, as buried under dream and myth, Yeats found the symbols 
for his self and anti-self reflected in the mirror of the legendary world (cf.，“Certain 
Noble Plays of Japan": Essays and Introductions)YG2its's heroes are thus symbolic in 
nature. They are also symbolically embedded in a legendary world of the Golden 
Past. 
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As Ann Saddlemyer observes in "The Cult of the Celt: Pan-Celticism in the 
Nineties" {The World ofW.B. Yeats: Essays in Perspective), Yeats in 1913 wrote in his 
essay "Art and Ideas", 
When I began to write, I sought some symbolic language reaching far into 
the past and associated with familiar names and conspicuous hills that I 
might not be alone amid the obscure impressions of the senses. 
The above quotation shows that "the obscure impressions of the senses" is 
symbolically referring to a specific theme hidden in the Irish mythologies. This, 
when actualized on the stage, is the symbolic scenery that suggests Yeats's yearning 
for the Golden past, which, to him, is the only hope for the future. 
Yeats, an Irish patriot who disagreed with violent revolutionary acts, found 
himself alienated from the world and this pushed him to “befriend with a image" so 
that it might reflect, as a looking glass does, his passions for Ireland and for Maud 
Gonne. It is the structure of the legends that helped him to structure his own turbulent 
emotions. This gives blood and flesh to abstract thought. In this sense, we can say 
that the bodies of the mythological heroes and the “body” of the scenic landscape 
embodied Yeats's poetic mind in the totality of the theatrical performance. 
Saddlemyer observes that Yeats wrote in The Celtic Twilight (1893) that he has 
desired “to create a little world out of the beautiful, pleasant, and significant things of 
this marred and clumsy world, and to show in a vision something of the face of 
Ireland...”. Yeats's heroes are alien, mysterious, and gloomy spirits, immensely 
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superior in their passions and powers to the common run of humanity, whom they 
regard with disdain. Alienated from the moral and political world they dwell in, they 
can find no other way to express their passionate struggles, desires or quests other 
than through dances or stylized movement in a mythological world. It is the 
movement of their body rhythm that reflects this rhythmical pattern of their moved 
psyche in symbolic terms. 
In quite a number of the Yeatsian plays, the dancer images appear against the 
background of a mythological world, which represents at the same time Yeats's 
spiritual landscape. The scenery on the stage informs the audience, in a perceptible 
manner, of the theme of the play. The symbolic scenery, together with the bodies of 
the symbolic characters, forms a unified vision of mutually reflected images on the 
stage. Lost in ancient memories, Yeats's wandering heroes (either in The Wanderings 
of Oisin or The Shadowy Waters) trace the footsteps of legendary figures on a journey 
in the dreamy land (The Wandering of Oisins, L13), which acts as a "defense against 
the world for Yeats”(Jeffares，7). Yeats's own self-image finds reflections in such a 
metaphorical landscape and is concretized in mythological images other than himself. 
The metaphorical journey of Yeats's wandering hero is a symbolic reference to 
Yeats's own search for the ideal. It represents in spatial terms the ritualistic re-
enactment of spiritual quest and presents Yeats's internal psyche in a metaphorical 
mode. 
Commenting on the reason why Yeats's interest in theatre grew after 1900, 
Elizabeth Bergmaim Loizeaux comments: 
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Recognizing the importance of the actor, he first abandoned landscape in 
favor of portraiture as the appropriate painterly analogy. Ultimately, 
dissatisfied with the dramatic effect of staged portrays and inspired by the 
Noh drama, which Ezra Pound introduced him to in 1913，Yeats pulled his 
subjects out of the picture frame of the proscenium arch, turned them slowly 
in space to reveal their solid forms, and declared sculpture the new art of the 
theatre (1986: 88). 
Yeats uses dancers in quite different ways in his early and later periods. Two of 
his early plays, including The Countess Cathleen (1892) and The Land of Heart's 
Desire (1894), function differently as compared with the dancers in some of his later 
plays. The experiment of staging a poetic image of a dancer in the role of an 
actor/actress is first seen in Countess Cathleen. Countess Kathleen is a fictional 
heroine, deeply informed by Maud Gonne, who strove to save the starving peasants in 
Ireland. The dancer image in this play represents a noble soul of female beauty that 
merges with the image of a passionate patriot. A rather traditional five-act plot 
structures the play, which takes place within a context of starvation. This gives rise to 
a series of self-sacrificing actions of the character, Countess Cathleen, who faced 
opposition from the merchants. Their conflicts finally culminate in a song towards 
the end in the fifth scene. The dance that is mentioned in this song is a natural 
outgrowth of dramatic action. It functions as a decorative element in support of the 
main theme rather than as an essential structural unit. 
Countess Cathleen is the symbol of patriotic spirit embedded concretely within 
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the dramatic context. This is certainly different from At the Hawks Well, which 
surprises the audience with the sudden dance of the Guardian of the Well. The dance 
mentioned in the poem “The Countess Cathleen in Paradise" is highly motivated in 
terms of character and action and grows out of its context. This is different from the 
later plays, in which the dancer serves more as a central figure that embodies the 
dramatic theme. In the later plays, the image of the dancer serves the functions both 
as the motif and the theme of the play. 
The poetic image of the dancer Countess Cathleen appears in a poem, “The 
Countess Cathleen in Paradise" (1891), which is identical to the song in the last scene 
of The Countess Cathleen. The first stanza of the poem, “The Countess Cathleen", 
depicts the dead image of Countess Cathleen, who "goes with footsteps wary" to the 
paradise. Her steps are "full of earth's old timid grace" and as she rises to the heaven, 
she is accompanied by music and by angels' bowing. In the play however, such a 
condensed aesthetic image is developed into episodic events, which forms a 
framework informing the symbol of the dancer image at the end of the play. 
Yeats first began his work on The Countess Kathleen O 'Shea in 1888. 
Considerations of stage production required him to extend certain condensed imagery 
into detailed descriptions. In the subsequent revised versions of the plays, Yeats 
added characters to contrast with the tragic heroine, Countess Cathleen, who sold her 
soul in order to save the peasantry from starvation. For example, a young poet, who 
may well be reflecting Yeats himself, is added to the play, persuading the Countess 
not to sell her soul in vain. Yeats also invented a series of incidents that make the 
total meaning and structure of the play more coherent {The Countess Cathleen: 
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Manuscript Materials, xli). For example, he invented the merchant figures who 
"enter the castle, steal the treasure, and summon fairies and other supernatural beings 
to carry the [Countess's] treasure away" (Ibid.). This intensifies the conflict between 
Good and Evil and finally leads to the tragic death of Cathleen. All such forms of 
adaptation show that the early Yeats more or less related dramatic narratives to the 
Aristotelian sense of action. In fact, he wrote to Katharine Tynan in 1899 about this 
"new poem" and promised it was to be "full of action and very Irish" {The Collected 
Letters ofW.B. Yeats. Vol 1: 1865-1900: 148). Indeed, at this early stage, Yeats was 
producing narrative poems of a highly eventful nature. Nevertheless, a prototypical 
image of a dancer, which occurs in the poetry representing a central poetic figure, is 
already developed. This idea of embodying heightened emotion in the highly 
visualized form of a dancing body is further developed in later plays. The statue-like 
bodies of the dancer in later plays have a second level of representation in the 
perceptual elements of colors, masks and costumes. In the end, it is this embodiment 
of emotion in concrete images in a single unified vision of a dance that replaces 
Aristotelian action in Yeat's dance plays. 
In another early play, The Land of the Hearts Desire, “the triumph of the People 
of the Sidhe is commemorated by the dance of the Faery Child" (Miller, 20). 
According to the spoken dialogue of the Child, her dance will animate the motion of 
the natural objects till the whole universe rejoices in his/her triumph: 
Put on my shoes, old mother. 
For I would like to dance now I have eaten. 
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The reeds are dancing by Coolaney lake, 
And I would like to dance until the reeds 
And the white waves have danced themselves asleep. (L284-288) 
The Child dancer not only seduces the Old Woman, he/she also seduces the 
young wife, Mary, by inviting her to a dance: 
You love that young man there, 
Yet I could make you ride upon the winds， 
(Run on the top of the dishevelled tide,) 
And dance upon the mountain like a flame. 
(L330-333) 
In this sense, the dance symbolically represents the heart's desire as indicated by 
the title. The child dancer comes from “a land where even the old are fair, / And even 
the wise are merry of tongue" (L438-439). There is a tendency for the dancers to 
whirl towards this promised land, which seduces as well as destroys. Its beauty in the 
end leads to final destruction. The speech of the child dancer, together with the 
dramatic action, informs the audience of the paradoxical nature of the seductive 
dance, which appears in the visualized motion of the Child dancer. 
The Land of Heart 's Desire represents its poetic theme in a metaphorical way. It 
should be noted, however, that all the characters appear on the stage in a rather 
‘realistic, setting of “a room with a hearth on the floor in the middle of a deep alcove 
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to the right" (stage directions). The poetic landscape of the land of the heart's desire 
is not displayed to the audience in the setting of the play, though we may glimpse that 
world the Sidhe comes from through the open door of the peasant family. The 
symbolic meaning of the child dancer and his/her dance is communicated to the 
audience only through the recitation of poetic lines that depict a mental landscape that 
is non-existent on the stage. The theatrical appeal is thus lessened. 
Yeats, in this early stage, was still clinging to a realistic setting and a motivated 
cause for a dance. The symbolic meaning of the dancer image is communicated either 
by a poem, as that in The Countess Cathleen, or poetic speeches, as that of the Child 
dancer in The Land of Hearts Desire. In this early stage, the symbolic image of a 
dancer does not seem to be working effectively in a realistic background on the stage. 
Yeats seems to be trapped between the poetic value of the metaphoric landscape and 
the dramatic value of the plot. He himself comments, "Many passages that pleased 
me when I wrote them, and some that please me still, are mere ornament without 
dramatic value". This shows that Yeats had not fully grasped the balance between 
ornamental language and dramatic action. It was only in his later period, when Yeats 
was able to represent action fully in the theatrical language of the mise-en-scene, that 
he overcame the limitation of his symbolist dreams. The later Yeats represents action 
through perceptual images and masked characters. He appeals, not only through the 
ears, but also through the eyes. In the early plays, The Countess Cathleen and The 
Land of Heart 's Desire, the dancer image appears only towards the climactic end, as a 
piece of "ornamental" stagecraft to illustrate the heightened emotion. The dancer's 
image is fully contextualized and the dance is fully motivated by the action-driven 
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plot. 
While Countess Cathleen retains to a large extent a classical plot structure, The 
Shadowy Waters aims at a more dreamy effect that may best express "the old Irish 
concept of a sea-quest" (Miller, 21). The Shadowy Waters was first written as a poem 
structured around the spatial metaphor of a spiritual journey. Yeats decided, however, 
to transform this spatial metaphor of a journey into the visual metaphor of a stage 
performance. Yeats struggled to keep this visual metaphor of spiritual/psychological 
space "concrete" lest that it would be “overloaded with legendary details [and] be 
unfit for any theatrical purposes" {The Letters of W.B. Yeats, 236). 
In trying to create a concrete visual symbol of the psychological space of the 
shadowy waters, Yeats tried a lot of different methods. For example, Yeats chose, at 
first, to express the symbolic sea-quest in concrete symbolic scenery that included a 
ship, a mast and a sail on the stage. To Yeats, the scenery, built as a ship with an 
actual deck and mast, should not be a mere background to the stage action. By 
becoming three-dimensional, it should attain “a body" similar to that of a statue and 
possesses an “emotion’’ and "atmosphere of its own” (paraphrased, Craig, On the Art 
of the Theatre, 94). Nevertheless, it seemed to be an exceptionally long struggle for 
Yeats to find a mystical and poetic as well as theatrically possible form on the stage. 
What Yeats wanted to present on the stage were “visions of unavailing and eternal 
desire, [which] were images of doom, images out of the old days" (Dmid Craft, 192). 
By 1896, Yeats only had a very vague idea about stage design. Theoretically 
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speaking, he knew that the stage “should have no realistic, or elaborate" scenery (The 
Letters of W.B.Yeats: 279-80). But from the early sketch of scenery and stage props 
sent to Beardsley in Oct 1896, we can see that Yeats's attempt to build a three-
dimensional stage does not seem to have been successful. Yeats seems to have failed 
in finding one flexible enough for the dreamy atmosphere of The Shadowy Waters 
(Refer to Figure 1-5). The mast and the sail seemed to be occupying quite a large 
proportion of the stage, leaving no space for movement. Nor did it seem possible to 
change the scenery easily. The elusive changes in the sea-joumey might hence be lost 
to the clumsy invention on the stage. Nevertheless, it illustrated Yeats's first attempt 
to free the stage from the constriction of the proscenium arch. 
What Yeats more and more hoped for was "a symbolic and decorative setting" 
(Druid Craft, 192). In order to achieve this purpose, Yeats tried different methods. 
Already before 1900，Yeats had thought that simple costumes placed in a three-
dimensional stage might be able to realize “an imaginative glory essential both to 
poetry and theatre". In fact, he commented that "such [simple] scenery might come, 
when its makers had mastered its mysteries, to have a severe beauty" (Ibid.). The , 
artistic construction of the costumes of Yeats's plays “concentrates on the role of 
colour rather than the design of costume" (Masam and Murray, 79). The costumes 
designed by Robert Gregory for the Hour Glass in 1914 may best illustrate this colour 
sense (cf.，Figure 6-7) 
Up to the present years we always played in front of an olive-green curtain, 
and dressed the Wise Man and his Pupils in various shades of purple (with a 
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little green here and there); and because in all these decorative schemes, 
which are based on colour, one needs, I think, a third colour subordinate to 
the other two, we dressed the Fool in red-brown, and put touches of red-
brown in the Wife's dress and painted the chair and desk the same colour" 
{Variorum, 644) 
Murray tells us that "when the production [of The Hour Glass] proved successful, 
Yeats was emboldened to insist upon his colour sense in the staging of subsequent 
plays, such as The Shadowy Waters, On Baile s Strand and the The Green Helmet. 
Thus the middle Yeats had found in the theatre a poetic language that appealed 
not only to the ears but also to the eyes of an imaginative mind. What Yeats hoped to 
revive was the poetic drama of the Greeks and the Elizabethans. He was fed up with 
the visual effect of the “realistic，，landscapes and rich costumes of the late nineteenth 
century theatre, and urged a kind of visual effect that lay in “austere and grave 
costumes and scenery" (The Letters of W.B. Yeats, 308-10). He hoped that this would 
make concrete in a visual way what appealed to the ear, and that it might elicit 
“imagination and intellect" that are "eternal" and that “cry out against that which is 
temporal and perishing" (Ibid.). 
To achieve this symbolic dream in the theatre, Yeats relied on collaborative work 
with various artists, a famous one of whom is Gordon Craig. Like Gordon Craig, 
Yeats sought a kind of “death-like beauty ... that exhales a living spirit" (“The Actor 
and the Uber-marionette," The Mask, I, 1908:4) and that would prove not the ways of 
cool reason but the “proud, soft and ceremonious proof of a living body. In the 
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Preface to Four Plays for Dancers (vi), Yeats said The Only Jealousy of Enter was 
written “to find what dramatic effect one could get out of a mask, (Variorum, 1305) 
(Cf., Figure 8-12). The use of masks made Yeats's characters more like statues or 
symbols that possesses a kind of "death-like beauty，，. This was all the more so when 
Yeats extended the influence of the mask by means of the costume a dancer wore. In 
a stage direction, Yeats described the mask for the Woman of the Sidhe in At the 
Hawks Well in connection with her costume. Both "suggest gold or bronze or brass 
or silver, so that she seems more an idol than a human being" (stage directions 
following L219) (Cf., Figure 13). Such bodily representation challenge classical 
aesthetic theories. First, it sought to communicate emotion in a single instant of 
perceptual experience. Secondly, the sensuous "sight and touch" of a statue led to a 
renewed relationship between the performer's body, art and nature. This idea of 
bodily representation finally transformed the Aristotelian action theory into that of a 
structuring of vision in the theatre. 
.w 
Vision as A ction 
The following section will be an attempt to study the idea of vision crafted by 
symbolic image of a dancer in two of Yeats's dance plays, At the Hawk's Well and The 
Only Jealousy ofEmer. I intend to explore the paradoxical nature of both stillness and 
movement in Yeats's plays: stillness in the concrete representation of a dancer, and 
movement in the motions of the dancer in a dance. I will draw analogies between 
poetic tension and dramatic action in the plot development of the two plays. Such 
tension is to be realized in the visual tension between the conflicting and contrasting 
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performing bodies on the stage. 
At the Hawk's Well is the first of a series of four dance plays, written roughly 
between 1915 and 1920. By 1915, Yeats had reached in a rather stagnant stage in his 
dramatic creation. His collaboration with Gordon Craig had not worked out as well as 
he would have liked. The Abbey Theatre found difficulties in making Craig's designs 
work effectively on the stage. Yeats' needed a vocabulary that could express poetic 
tension more or less in its own terms. The Noh theatre, which was introduced to him 
in this period by Ezra Pound, seemed to provide a useful model. Yeats, who had 
always included the image of a dancer in his early plays, now attempted to experiment 
with its use as the heart of a unified vision of antithetical pairs that alienated and 
sought relationship on the symbolic landscape of the stage. 
The dance play, At the Hawk's Well is structured around the poetic tension of the 
antithetical pair of male and female, a human and a woman of the Sidhe. The young 
man and the hawk lady are engaged in the double-gaze of the two genders, each trying 
to upstage the other. The characters, namely the old man, the young man and the 
hawk lady form a triangular patterning on the stage, which symbolizes the love-hate 
relationship between the two sexes and the struggle, despair and vain pursuit of a man 
moving towards old age. The man who dares look upon the gaze of a woman “risks 
never being able to keep the love of a woman, or “always to mix hatred in the love," 
or to lose his children, the fruits of love (LI 67-176). By looking into the eyes of the 
image, the male challenges not only female power, but also his own fate of moving 
towards destruction. To conquer the hawk is to conquer his own cursed fate. The 
young man wants to see and control his own future. In so doing, he is cursed and lost 
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through a life-long division between him and his women, whether Aoife in On the 
Baile's Strand or Emer in The Only Jealousy of Enter. In his more mature age, 
Cuchulain also killed his own son (in On Baile's Strand). The old man, by hiding 
himself from the hawk's eye, saves himself from destruction. He loses also, the 
chance to drink the water of immortality. The pursuit of life is hence a paradox. One 
loses at the moment when one gains. 
Poetic tension is structured around pairs of dancers in At the Hawk's Well. The 
dancing bodies magnified the state of intense emotions in the unified vision of a 
dance. Bodies, replacing the action of the characters, form the axis of the play. As 
the bodies move to and fro from each other, the tension between the two performing 
bodies extends the poetic tension brought about by the universal theme of gender 
struggle. In this and the other dance plays of Yeats, dramatic action is transformed 
into poetic tension between the dancing bodies and the plot develops in tableaux 
following the rhythm of the dance. 
Elizabeth Bergmann Loizeaux comments: 
I ' 
[Yeats], dissatisfied with the dramatic effect of staged portrays and inspired 
by the Noh drama, .. .pulled his subjects out of the picture frame of the 
proscenium arch, turned them slowly in space to reveal their solid forms, 
and declared sculpture the new art of the theatre. (1986: 88) 
Loizeaux's study on ''Yeats and the Visual Arts” tells how Yeats turned “from 
painted stage to sculptured image" (87) moving on the stage. The bodies of the 
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dancers embody Yeats's vision of life in the form of concrete bodily representation. 
Bodies experience as well as contemplate what is universal to general humanity. In 
order to extend this span of contemplation, Yeats allows the dancers to move in the 
form of slow tableaux. The motions of the dancers reflected the poetic tension 
expressed in the lines of the plays. 
Indeed, a still moment for contemplation seems to be essential in Yeats's plays. 
Yeats tries to attain this through the crafting of masked characters. Yeats wrote the 
following note to the early edition of At the Hawk s Well: 
We are accustomed to faces of bronze and marble, and what could be more | 
suitable than that Cuchulain, let us say, a half-supematural legendary 
person, should show to us a face, not made before the looking-glass by 
some leading player...but molded by some distinguished artist?...It would 
be a stirring adventure for a poet and an artist working together to create 
once more [like the Romans and Japanese] heroic or grotesque types that 
...would seem images of those profound emotions that exist only in solitude 
and silence. 
(Four Plays for Dancers'. 86-7; Variorum, 416) 
The illustrations in Miller's book show the almost frozen emotions at their 
moment of intensity in “the bronze and marble" masks (Cf., Figure 14). It is in fact 
highly interesting that Yeats would choose such hard materials in the crafting of 
elusive passion. As the illustration in Miller's book shows, the sinews of blood and 
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flesh contract under the pressure of strong emotions and stay there as if at the height 
of their expression. The masks represent this heightening pattern of grotesque passion 
in its still form and when they are used in the theatre, they attain the level of a 
symbolic image at its highest stage. 
Yeats's symbolist dream sought an effect like that of a frieze {Explorations, 177) 
whose repeated shapes combined the sense of pattern and procession he had seen in 
Morris's tapestries (Loizeaux, 92). His many versions of Countess Cathleen and The 
Shadowy Waters reveal his effort of seeking a theatrical vocabulary that is suitable for 
crafting a strong and determined outline (paraphrased from Loizeux, 92. See also 
Adams, Blake and Yeats: The Contrary Vision) in a sharply contrasted background. 
The clumsy stagecraft of Yeats's age seemed to be disastrous to Yeats's symbolist 
dream. In his dance plays, Yeats overcomes this problem by taking from the Noh 
theatre the idea of an empty stage with simple abstract patterns on the backdrop. 
Yeats tried his hand at abstract geometric patterning in At the Hawk's Well “in 
that the well is to be represented by a square of cloth laid on the ground of the acting 
area". The cloth, as designed by Edmund Dulac for the first production of At the 
Hawk's Well in 1916, has the figure of a hawk designed with geometrical patterns 
(Cf” Figure 15). On the ‘body’ of the hawk lies a series of parallel lines of small 
triangles pointing in the same direction. They give the sense of the fierce eyesight of 
the hawk, which radiates out from the two orbs in the head. Three long strips with 
triangular ends make the wings. They point again towards the orbit. The reverse 
directions of the triangles show energy shining forth and going back to the same 
origin, that is, the eyes of the hawk. There exists, therefore, a sort of gusty energy 
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dormant in the “dead” abstract patterning on the cloth. Miller tells us that the 'cloth', 
from the reproduction of Dulac's design would, be estimated as having a size of eight 
feet wide and four feet tall. When it was being folded and unfolded on the stage, it 
would have taken up much of the central space on the stage. Through the motion of 
folding and unfolding of the black cloth, the shape of the Golden hawk would be 
glimmering (This color scheme is found in the stage direction). We can almost 
imagine it to be flying in the glimmering stage light. In this way, it attains "an effect 
like that of a frieze" {Explorations, 177). 
As the stage direction suggests, similar patterning seems to be applied on the 
I 
design of the backdrop. The actual patterning for the first production in 1916 is not i 
left to us, however. The only similar stage design that has survived seems to be D. 
Travers Smith's design for the backdrop used in The Fighting of the Waves (Cf., 
Figure 16). 
Miller tells us that the theme of troubled water can be found as early as 1898 in a 
letter to Dorothea Hunter in which Yeats wrote: 
The souls of ordinary people remain after death in the waters and these 
waters become an organized world if you gather up the flames that come 
from the waters of the well when the berries fall upon it, and make them 
into a flaming heart, and explore the waters with this as a lamp. They are 
the waters of emotion and passion, in which all but the purified souls are 
entangled... (L: 292-94) 
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In 1929, D. Travers Smith represented the symbolic reference of troubled waters 
in Fighting the Waves in an abstract stage curtain design. The geometrical pattern of 
waves painted on the backdrop symbolizes, in the form of external likeness, the 
turbulent motion of a man struggling between the love of immortality and the 
destructive people of the Sidhe. This is quite different from the stage design of The 
Shadowy Waters in 1906，which illustrates the symbolic landscape in the concrete 
realistic stage props of a ship and a mast. It seems that the geometrical patterning on 
the screen pertains more to the mathematical beauty of Yeats symbols. Miller tells us 
that D. Travers Smith did the first staging of The Jealousy of Enter in Holland and it 
was such a success that Yeats himself started to stage the same play in Ireland in the | 
same year and that was a success as well (Miller, 241). 
From the above analysis, we may see that it was Yeats's intention to craft "death-
like beauty.. .that exhales a living spirit" (The Mask, I: 4). There exists in Yeats's 
plays the tension between contemplation and action, stillness and movement. 
Stillness as is shown in the masks and poetic landscape and movement as that is 
shown in the dance and the dancers. It is this paradoxical nature of stillness and 
motion that provides a source for the poetic tension in the play. 
In the following section, I will illustrate, with a comparison of two recent 
performances of Yeats, the idea of poetic tension dormant in the form of vision in the 
symbolic landscape and symbolic characters on the stage. Fs aim is to show how the 
imagisitic action of Yeats's plays may best be structured in the theatre. The two plays 
discussed are a BBC production of At the Hawk's Well, and a Stratford Shakespearean 
Festival Foundation of Canada Production of Yeats's version of Oedipus Rex. I is, in 
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great part, using the BBC production as a negative example. 
Paul Kafho produced the dance drama At the Hawk's Well in 1975 for the BBC. 
It is a televised 16mm film. The performance time lasts for about twenty-five 
minutes. It should be noted that this particular film production, though modeled on 
stage performances with a set and scenery, is in the end a film production and the 
camera eye has assisted in the construction of the images. We should therefore take 
into account this magnifying power of the camera eye. 
In the preface to the play in Harper s Bazaar for March 1917，Yeats suggested 
that “painted scenery is unnecessary for imagination" ("Instead of a theatre", Today, 
I 
May 1917). It seems that Yeats sought to discard the use of real stage props in the 
setting of stage scenery in the dance plays. This B.B.C. production, however, seems 
to be aiming at creating concrete stage props that symbolize the necessary atmosphere 
in the play. In the course of doing so, however, the poetic atmosphere is lost due to 
the carefully crafted metaphorical set on the stage. For example, the director uses 
geometrically patterned columns of different heights arranged into the form of a slope 
to signify the height of a mountain. There are steps with different levels leading up to , 
the top of the mountain and this symbolizes the journey of the quest for immortality 
by means of the spatial metaphor of height. This is opposed to the concept of a bare 
stage in later Yeats. 
In a sense, the dance is "presented in a form heightened by ritual" (Miller, 220). 
The movements of the dancers are performed alone, independent of the poetic lines 
either read or sung by the chorus. The dancers mime what is recited in the poetic 
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lines and they seem to be a supplement to the narration. In this sense, the dancers' 
movements are structured less as the driving force of the poem, but instead, they 
function as visual illustrations to the poem in this particular production. 
The director attempts to realize what is referred to in poetic utterance in the 
concrete form of props and scenery. For example, there is a “wel，，on the highest 
level of a flight of “stairs，，，supposedly representing the steep slope of the mountain 
that Cuchulain climbs. On the backdrop of the screen, there is a barren tree with three 
branches spreading out. The mountain is represented in more abstract patterned 
columns, which create a sense of height. This makes the atmosphere seems more 
I I 
“realistic，，than Yeats would have intended to create by the folding and unfolding of a 
cloth to indicate the ritual arena for the performance and a blue cloth to indicate the 
well. It seems that Yeats wanted to evoke an imaginative landscape more than 
creating a concrete one on the stage. What Yeats wanted to create in the end may be a 
kind of desolate atmosphere of a barren land as suggested by the poetic lines in the 
‘ I 
preface song: -
I call to the eye of the mind 
A well long choked up and dry 
And boughs long stripped by the wind, 
And I call to the mind's eye 
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Pallor of an ivory face, 
Its lofty dissolute air, 
A man climbing up to a place 
The salt sea wind has swept bare. 
In Yeats's script, the barren landscape of the dry well and stripped boughs seems 
to find its looking glass in the pale appearance of the old man ("pallor of an ivory 
face"). It reflects a sense of desolation and decay in the "double" image of “a 
speckled shin". The coarse mountain land seems to find its double in the "cross-
grained" ninety-year-old. In this sense, the linguistic metaphor, "cross-grained" is 
mapped both onto the old man and the barren land. This suggests a barren, fruitless 
and futile pursuit and echoes with the image of the solitary wanderer in quite a 
number of Yeats's poetic works. It seems more important to craft this metaphorical 
tension between the old man and the landscape than to create stage scenery that 
closely resembles the poetic descriptions. As it is now in this BBC production, some 
of the poetic value of the play is lost to the concrete stage set. 
In fact, the play, as Yeats originally designed it, should be structured round 
contesting figures, who at a certain point of the play, are mere mirror reflections of the 
self. As the barren landscape forms a pair with the old man, the Guardian of the Well, 
who is described as "worn out from gathering up the leaves，，，reflects also, to a certain 
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extent, the mirror image of the old man. Her repeated acts of gathering up the leaves 
that the wind blows and letting the “heaped-up leaves，，"rustle and diminish" 
symbolically represent futility. This suggests a sense of the cyclical return of despair 
in human life: we pile up our hopes but they are blown away by fate. This metaphor 
of "gathered" efforts being “blown’，away is significant in both the old man and the 
act of the Guardian of the Well. It is important, therefore, to emphasize the tension or 
comparison between the old man and the Guardian of the Well through their relative 
positioning on the stage. In some instances of this BBC production, it seems that the 
director does intend to create pairs in a visual maimer through the dance. For 
example, the director allows the old man to stand face to face with the inanimate 
image of the Guardian of the Well, whose stillness matches well with old age. The 
director also asks Cuchulain and the old man, who represent the internal action of 
hope and despair, to dance in a duet. The director choreographs the dance in such a 
way that the old man stands behind Cuchulain, seemingly a double of him. In this 
sense, the image of the old man is but a shadow of Cuchulain, who, brave and 
courageous as he is, can never escape decay. 
From an overall point of view, however, the BBC production has not fully 
represented the Yeatsian poetic logic in the theatre since the director separates the 
reciting of the lines from the dance. The dancers do not speak at all. They merely 
dance. The chorus reads their lines. This allows the dance to appear merely as an 
illustration of the poetic lines. This over-reliance on the poetic has defeated the visual 
tension between characters to a great degree. The play loses its impact as a unified 
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poetic vision. The tension between the characters is also diminished, as we have seen, 
because of the mimetic literal details in the form of stage props and action. This 
seems to limit the poetic imagination. Judging from the above analysis, it seems that 
what we mean by imagistic action does not necessarily mean the movement of actual 
stage props, but rather, the realization of poetic tension between characters. It is the 
crafting of such a rhythm of tension that best reveals the momentum of a passionate 
heart. 
！ 
A more recent adaptation of Yeats's Oedipus by the Stratford Shakespearean 




constructing imagistic action in a Yeats' play. Douglas Campbell directed the 
production. It seems that it is Campbell's, as Yeats's original, intention to 
choreograph a series of highly stylized movements that mime the mood of the play, 
rather than its actual literal references. Oedipus Rex, of course, seems to be quite 
different from the other four dance plays, which are relatively short. It focuses on a 
compressed form of action at a climactic point. The play reveals the truth in a slow 
and steady maimer. Campbell interprets Yeats's version of Oedipus Rex as that of “a 
re-enactment of the destruction of one man so that his people may live" (from the 
added prologue in Campbell's production). To Campbell, it is this ritualistic re-
enactment that requires the actors to put on the masks and the metallic colored 
costumes so that the characters may be alienated from realistic life. According to 
Campbell, this is not unlike Christ, who by performing the ritual of breaking bread 
and drinking wine, “sacrifices，，his "body" for his people. 
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Indeed, the later Yeats, who turned more and more to the writing of religious 
plays, seemed to be attracted by this ritualistic re-enactment of sacrifice. He seemed 
to have leamt this from the Noh，which was originally performed as part of a religious 
ceremony. The slow movement allows the passion of human beings to be released in 
a slow and dignified manner in front of the gods. The highly stylized choreographic 
dance also extends its communication to audiences who are familiar with the story. 
Their interest in viewing it again in the theatre seems to be for a communal emotional 
release, in that people may, by following the bending, doubling, stretching bodies and 
raised or lowered tone in the stage, project “pity and fear" onto the masked characters. 
Campbell, in this recent production, attempts to realize Yeats's dreams of 
creating painted shadows of tragic pleasure by the use of masks. Oedipus in 
Campbell's production wears a golden mask. He also wears a golden robe, rather 
hard in texture so that the whole feeling it gives is metallic in nature. Such masking 
extends the original size of the character and the main character now appears a bit 
taller and bigger in size than the other men in the play do. There are, however，black 
hollows in his eyes, so that he looks blind even though he can see at the beginning. 
This contrasts with the darkish mask with two whitish hollows on his face at the end 
of the play, which shows that he sees light while he is blind. The masks, seen in this 
way, are highly symbolic in nature. 
Like that of the BBC production of At the Hawk's Well, Campbell asks his actors 
to bend or stretch their bodies following the level of the tone of their speech. For 
example, when Oedipus curses those who do not tell the truth, the chorus, acting as 
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the congregation of suppliants in front of the throne, raise their arms to cover their 
own faces in fear while their bodies bend and double. This also makes Oedipus，s 
image seem more erected and dignified, like a god. In fact, Oedipus, who scarcely 
knows himself and his own origin, proudly acts as the one who judges. Later when he 
falls victim to his own curses, he becomes so despairing that he wails and moves his 
body so forcefully that it seems that his body is immersed in sorrow, tragedy, 
shamefulness and despair. Thus, the body is seen as the site where experience takes 
place. Bodily movement magnifies internal feeling and what we see on the stage is 
more than mere minute gestural changes of facial expression. It is in fact a 
metaphorical movement of the whole body. In this sense, Campbell, following the 
theatrical ideal of Yeats, embodies emotion in the flesh. And as audience, we 
participate through our perceptual experiences. 
Campbell seems to be good at manipulating space as well. Unlike the BBC 
production, which separates the chorus from the dancers in two different spaces, 
Campbell puts them together in one single space and allows them to be integrated into , 
the play organically as the suppliants. The leading chorus singer wears black. He 
acts as an old priest. The other chorus members either follow him at the back when 
they plead with Oedipus to save them, or circle round him when he tells the stories of 
Jocasta killing herself and Oedipus blinding himself. They stumble on the ground or 
hide behind columns when they feel frightened and crowd around when they gossip. 
They disperse when someone brings new evidence, and they make way for people of 
importance like the prophet Tiresias, or Creon or Jocasta. In short, the changing 
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distance between the chorus and Oedipus shows the change in fate. It magnifies the 
importance of the central character. In this sense, the stage is seen as a unified vision, 
expanded or contracted by the movements of the chorus. It seems that the ritual arena 
is organic and changes as the atmosphere or the mood of the play changes. The chorus 
moves on the stage in the form of tableaux and recites its dialogue either as 
individuals, as parts of a chorus or as an assembly. It is in this way that Campbell 
manipulates the effect of tableaux on the stage. 
Due to Campbell's direction, the audience may also correlate bodily movement 
with the rhythm of the poetry. Campbell has worked a lot at marking pauses for the 
reading of Yeats's poetic lines. For example, when Oedipus pauses before he speaks 
his curse at the beginning of the play, the whole assembly covers their faces and walks 
backward. Pauses also allow the positioning between conflicting characters to 
change. As Tiresias refuses to tell Oedipus what the oracle really means, he is pushed 
by Oedipus and therefore stumbles across the stage during the pauses. He lies upon 
the stairs, crouching beneath the columns or walking away with his back facing , 
Oedipus in order to avoid facing his pressing tone. All these actions, regulated with 
the pauses and the paces of the speech, form part of the poetic rhythm and build up 
poetic tension in a visual maimer. 
The Unnamable Sensation of a Nameable Past 
It was Yeats's aim not to craft the Irish theme as a "mere pendent to the 
[dramatic] action，，. In the course of doing so, Yeats faced problems in creating 
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concrete theatrical images that appeal in a perceptual manner in the theatre. His many 
versions of The Countess Cathleen and The Shadowy Waters record his struggle to 
keep the concept of a sea-quest and the "visions of unavailing and eternal desire" 
concrete (Druid Craft, 192). Yeats tried to turn the images in the early poetic versions 
of these plays into visual images so that he might represent fiilly the visions of 
“doom” "out of the old days" (Ibid.). 
Yeats's stage experiences grew through collaborative work with artists like 
George Moore and Gordon Craig. He also grew in maturity when he received the 
Noh impact from the study of Pound's version of Fenollosa's translation ofNoh plays. 
It was only through the discovery of masks and slow tableaux movement on the stage 
that Yeats overcame the problems of representation and found himself able to revive 
the seemingly "dead" Irish spirit on the stage in symbolic terms. 
Discussing vision in Yeatsian terms, Andrew Parkin says, “By vision Yeats 
meant ‘the intense realization of a state of ecstatic emotion in a definite imagined 
region of personal lyric'" (L: 583 & 548，quoted by Parkin, 34). This shows two 
significant facets of Yeats's poetic logic in the theatre. First, Yeats's plays imitate “a 
state of emotion" of the poet rather than the choice of action of the protagonist. This 
specific state of the human psyche is realized in an intense moment of realization, 
instead of developing in a sequential manner. It is probably for this reason that 
Yeats's plays are usually short one-act plays that last roughly fifteen to twenty 
minutes. The deliberate constriction of time span compressed dramatic action into the 
form of a single unified vision that expresses itself in the poetic tension of constricting 
or expanding space. Accordingly, Yeats's unified vision replaces that "one and whole 
77 
action" that Aristotle aims at imitating {Poetics, VIII). 
Secondly, Yeats's quotation suggests that this state of emotion of the characters 
should be realized "in a definite region". This "definite region" was situated at first 
in the Irish mythological world that allowed Yeats's poetic vision of Ireland, of its 
Golden Age of Civilization, and his urge for Ideal Beauty to develop. There is, 
therefore, a concrete representation for Yeats's poetic metaphor in his early plays. It 
seems, however, that this definite metaphorical representation of a legendary world 
gives way to the embodiment of thought in concrete organic images, whose rhythm of 
movement suggests the emotional rhythm of the main characters, who, antithetically 
speaking, reflect, as mirror images, the emotion of the poet. The idea of a spatial 
boundary therefore changes. The boundary of the mythological world gives way to 
the boundary of bodily representation. The figure of the body, crafted by masks and 
colored costumes, suggests a specific state of being. This sculptured organic body 
that suggests a state of emotion is in itself a "definite region of boundary" for the 
poetic thought. This is rather different from the Aristotelian theory, which structured 
human action in a linear sequence of events. The Aristotelian mode of action is 
therefore temporal in nature while that of Yeats is more spatial in orientation. 
There exists, however, in the theatre, a problem of ordering details. As 
discussed in previous section, Yeats, in his early plays like The Countess Cathleen, 
placed the female protagonist amid conflicts with other characters. But in later plays, 
such conflicts are realized in the vision of a dance, as in At the Hawks Well and The 
Only Jealousy of Emer because by this time Yeats was influence by the Japanese Noh 
play. In these two plays, dance or stylized movement on the stage embodies the 
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tension between characters in a single and unified vision. This climactic moment is 
achieved by a choreography of stylization/ stylized movements in Campbell's 
production of Oedipus Rex. The original five-act Greek play is compressed into a 
single act and the relationship between the characters is expressed by their stylized 
movement towards or distancing from Oedipus. This in the end "imitates" the poetic 
tension in the form of constricting and expanding space. Aside from the tension 
between characters, the vision of Yeats，s plays also intends to imitate the tension 
between the realistic and psychological space. This idea of poetic tension in the form 
of a unified vision will be elaborated in the following chapter. 
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Chapter Four Image as Action: Yeats as the forerunner 
of the Modern Theatre 
Where a symbolic image transgresses the boundary of a poetic metaphor: a study of 
Lessing ^s Laocoon，， 
If art is not to copy nature but the ideal model upon which nature is 
patterned, the artist obviously must avoid realism, and if he is consistent he 
must search for an organic vehicle by means of which he can suggest not 
this world but the ideal world beyond" 
(Harper, George. M., The Mingling of Heaven and Earth: Yeats Theory of 
Theatre, Dublin, 1975: 25) 
The organic vehicle in Yeats's theatre is symbolic image that represents the ideal 
model upon which nature copied. As we discuss in Chapter One, it is a sign that 
possesses both a representational and a physical dimension (refer to P.9 of this thesis). 
Lessing in Laocoon suggests, a visual symbolic image, by its material constitution, 
has a tendency to limit its representation to “a single moment of time which art must 
confine itself (Lessing, 19). Lessing names this as “the transitory impropriety of a 
piece of visual art" (Ibid.). Based on the material constitution of visual signs, their 
syntax and their contents, Lessing differentiates poetry and painting as a temporal and 
a spatial art respectively (refer to Lessing, 19). He suggests also that painting, as a 
form of visual art, is limited by a single moment of static representation. 
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Lessing comments: 
If the artist can never make use of more than a single moment in ever-
changing nature, and if the painter in particular can use this moment only 
with reference to a single vantage point, while the works of both painter and 
sculptor are created not merely to be given a glance but to be contemplated 
-contemplated repeatedly and at length - then it is evident that this single 
I 
moment and the point from which it is viewed cannot be chosen with too i 
j 
j 
great a regard for its effect. But only that which gives free rein to 丨  
i 
I I 
imagination is effective. i 
I 
(Lessing, 19) 
For Lessing, therefore, it seems that visual art is restricted to a still moment of 
representation, and that its sign develops only within an imaginative mind with 
references to the perceiver's dream and memory. 
! 
From our discussion in Chapter One, we have also seen that the meaning of a 
symbolic image in the form of figurative speech depends on word ordering (refer to 
P.9). In visual images, such a pattern of word ordering is subordinate to the order of 
seeing physical reality. This requires a new way of delimitation, which may, one 
hopes, stabilize both conscious and subconscious associations with what the eyes see. 
Viewed this way, a symbolic image on the stage transgresses the boundary of a 
poetic metaphor in two different maimers: (1) unlike linguistic metaphor, visual image 
on the stage is transitory in nature. (2) Visual images possess a perceptual levels of 
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meaning, which are syntactically ordered by the way of seeing. This is rather 
different from their linguistic counterparts, which are delimited by the order of words. 
From the above analysis, we may see that a symbolic image in the visual sense in 
the theatre proves to be an organic vehicle with the ability to change. It is the 
symbolists' aim, however, to overcome this constriction of the transitory function of 
art. Wagner finds a possible way by replacing the change of events by the change of 
tempo, which reflects also the rhythmical pattern of emotion. His art, however, seems 
to be “not matching his musical and poetic aesthetic with a visual one" (Styan, 8). It 




evoke, through visual stimulus, an abstract and mystic world that reflects our internal j 
state. The successful creation of this abstract and symbolic setting and decor may 
inform, as a contextual background does, the abstract meaning of the more private 
symbols poets use in the theatre to indicate the necessary elements of time, place and 
emotions. It fell to Maeterlinck, Yeats, Appia and Craig to attempt the ideal 
unification of the visual and verbal poetry in the theatre to achieve the overwhelming 
1 
experience Wagner sought (paraphrased, Styan: 9). For example, Craig's skills as a J 
designer create, with the totality of masks, costumes, lighting, screens and other stage 
props, a total theatre with concrete visual images that extends the poetic tension of the 
verbal images of a poet and playwright like Yeats. 
This “vision of a transcendental theatre" (Styan, 9) embodies the passion and the 
emotion of the playwright. While Wagner imitates the rhythm of emotional changes 
in the form of music (refer to Richard Wagner's Opera and Drama: 1851), Yeats 
embodies the vision of his own internal mood in the representation of concrete 
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symbolic images. The concrete visual images in Yeats's poems embody the ‘brevity, 
force and ambiguousness" (Fletcher, 82) of his symbolic occult vision. Yeats finds 
this force of poetic energy in the organic image of a dancer. The motions of Yeats's 
dancer express that rhythmical pattern of internal action in a similar expressive 
manner to that of the rhythmical pattern of music. The contraction and extension of 
the dancer's body betrays underlying passion in the most precise manner. It also 
draws an analogy with the atmospheric landscape on the stage. Together, they inform 
audiences of the Other world that speaks through the senses. 
The development of the symbolist theatre 
According to Styan, 
The application of symbolism to stagecraft is straightforward, and symbols 
on the stage are not new. In the theatre an object or a situation can 
immediately suggest an idea or a feeling that is greater than itself. For 
！ 
example, a storm ...has always symbolized displeasure in heaven ...and a 
crown ...in a Shakespearean play ...unmistakably points to the disputed 
authority over the kingdom.... 
(Styan, 3) 
Interestingly, the "storm" functions in a metaphorical way while the “crown’， 
functions in a metonymic manner. Both depend on the plot as a contextual 
background to their symbolic meaning. In this sense, traditional symbols in the 
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theatre function more in an ornamental manner. 
There is a tendency, however, from the mid-nineteenth century onwards, for the 
playwrights to symbolize meaning as well as to develop the play through symbolic 
images. Directors and playwrights tended to see drama not as a mimetic art, but 
rather, an expressive art that expresses an internal emotional state. This is true of 
most symbolic plays, which allow the scenic elements in the theatre to “reflex such 
abstract properties as lines askew, grotesque lighting, sinister color, and odd objects" 
I j 
(Burke, 7). It is such expressionistic staged images that indicate temporal and spatial -j 
changes in a symbolic play and that allows flexibility in the theatre as Styan suggests, 丨  •i ( i 
"elements of time and play are the two hard things in the theatre" (paraphrased, Styan, 丨 
1). It is rather difficult to present dramatic illusion other than through symbolic 
means. This in the end transforms the eventful nature of development in the 
traditional theatre and allows a much more elusive manner in representation. ！ 
As Wagner experimented with music, Yeats tried his hand on imagistic action. 
Both attempt to find means to develop the state of emotion other than by an 
1 
exposition of sequential events, as in the Aristotelian theatre. Interestingly, music is a „• 
kind of temporal art while that of the plastic art of staged images is spatial in nature. 
The rhythmical pattern of music and the rhythmical pattern of a dance expose human 
actions in a diachronic manner, while that of the staged image of the dancer dances 
across the spatial boundary of a stage. The synchronic placement of stage props, 
together with colour and lighting, delimit the symbolic references of the stage decor. 
In this sense, the poetic landscape is set within a specific symbolic region and 
boundary, and the dancer's image is a perfect marriage of the spatial and temporal 
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references of the play in a symbolic manner. 
Theoretically speaking, Yeats gained his idea from Nietzsche, who was a 
follower of the Wagnerian theory. As Styan suggests, Nietzsche "believed that 
tragedy arose from the ritual celebration of Dionysus and was expressed in the song 
and dance of the dithyramb, by which man ‘projected himself outside himself as if he 
were a dramatic character，，(Styan, 9). According to Styan, the ritualistic dance 
"imposes a form" onto "the emotional and the irrational in man，，(paraphrased, Styan, 
1 
9). It married the diachronic elements of music and the synchronic elements of plastic | I 
art perfectly in a drama. In Nietzsche's terms, it is the perfect marriage between ； 
j 
！ 
Dionysiac (i.e. music) and Apollonian (drama) (refer to Styan, 10). ； 
According to Styan, a recent theory of the symbolic, that of the literary critic 
Kenneth Burke, is associated with his idea of scene-act ratio (Styan, 4). According to 
Burke, 
The stage-set contains the action ambiguously (as regards the norms of 
action) — and in the course of the play's development this ambiguity is : 
1 
converted into a corresponding articulacy. The proportion would be: scene ‘ 
is to act as implicit is to explicit. One could not deduce the details of the 
action from the details of the setting, but one could deduce the quality of the 
action from the quality of the setting. An extreme illustration would be an 
expressionistic drama, having for its scenic reflex such abstract properties 
as lines askew, grotesque lighting, sinister color, and odd objects. 
(Kenneth Burke, A Grammar of Motives: 7) 
Burke says, “The succession of scenes reflects the course of the action and 
85 
symbolizes it” (Burke, A Grammar of Motives: 3). It is this succession of scenic 
pictures that imitates the rhythmical pattern of the internal action of human beings and 
replaces the Aristotelian action by imposing a form on the stage, as that of the 
constricting and expanding space in Campbell's production of Yeats's Oedipus Rex. 
In Campbell's production, the stylized motion of the chorus allows the theatrical 
space to expand and to contract as a unified vision at each instance of its displacement 
on the stage. It is this kind of tableaux-like form of "action" that Yeats tries to create 
in the theatre. It is in Yeats's dancer and her dance that modem symbolist plays 
experience a marriage of the temporal art of music and the spatial art of scene. This is 
what Kenneth Burke understands as the "scene-act ratio" and what the present writer 
attempts to show in this thesis, a new kind of action in the theatre, that is, imagistic 
action. 
Yeats's strong belief in the functioning of bodily images led him to a different 
view of dramatic art from that of the conventional Aristotelian tradition. He discarded 
conventional narrative structures with their emphasis on action-driven plot stating that 
i I 
“All art is not mere story-telling, or mere portraiture". Thus, the momentum of art 丨 
does not lie in the exposition of actions or in the development of events alone; nor is it 
a mere portraiture of still images. It is, in fact, a paradoxical embodiment of both 
stillness and movement, stillness as represented in the set and decor and movement in 
the rhythmical pattern of a dance. Together, the series of moving images "entangle, in 
complex colors and forms, a part of the Divine Essence，，("Symbolism in Painting", 
Essays and Introductions: 148). This is not unlike music, which allows different 
notes to be "juxtaposed" in a chord and develops the chords in a rhythmical manner. 
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Towards the end of the nineteenth century, various artists made different experiments 
in crafting this new form of action by imitating the rhythmical pattern of music. 
Among them were the French-Swiss artist Adolphe Francois Appia (1862-1928) 
whose concept of "three-level scenery and lighting" fitted in with that of the three-
dimensional actor (refer to Styan, 10). From the illustration taken from Styan's book, 
we can see that Appia's stage design resembles that of a crescendo in musical form 
and it brought the play to a climactic point in a three-dimensional manner (Cf., Figure 
17) I 
“It nevertheless remains true that combining the arts in the theatre is not an easy | 
I 
i 
task... One art tends to dominate another" (Styan, 15). Symbolic stagecraft asked for j 
a consonance and clarity that aimed at the utmost simplicity. It was Yeats's aim in his 
later period to create an empty stage so that the stage props might not hinder the 
fluidity of development but would allow the utmost imaginative association through i 
geometrical stage designs. Yet, dramatic art, as it develops in the form of linear 
action, is naturally abundant with detailed changes. The expressionistic dimension 
] 
and the developmental dimension both exist as necessary in the theatre over a certain ‘ 
period of performance time. It was therefore necessary for Yeats, as well as other 
avant garde dramatists in the early twentieth century, like Appia and Craig, to find a 
balance to both dimensions. Appia's art remains more a theory in his book, The Work 
of Living Art. It is Craig who invented the idea of moving screens (refer to the 
discussion in chapter three) that attempt to make fluidity possible on the stage. 
All these experiments in the early twentieth century attempted to create staged 
images that suggested a certain atmosphere, which was expressive of the emotional 
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state of the playwright. They imitate the internal rhythm of psychic tension in 
accordance with the musical rhythm. This is quite different from the use of symbolic 
images in traditional theatre such as that of the Shakespearean plays, where clear 
contextual references may be found. In The Tempest, the storm signifies cosmic 
disorder and it serves more as an illustration to the conditions both of the Island and 
the Kingdom. Styan calls this kind of image ‘extended metaphor' (Styan，26) as it 
extends what has already been fully developed in the plot and the theme. Ibsen's The 
Doll House goes a step further since the doll's house is the primary symbol that 
signifies the basic thematic concern of the playwright, who treats the theme of female 
identity by asking Nora, herself a “dol，，of her husband, to leave the well-protected 
"doll house" of her home. The dollhouse therefore serves something more than an 
i 
I 
ornamental function, it can actually "articulate psychic phenomena to the point of I 
j • i straining the limits of realistic drama，，(Styan, 25). 
It was Maeterlinck's theatrical fantasy L ’Oiseau Bleu (1908)，however, that made 
use of a symbolic image almost in the form of an allegory. In L，Oiseau Bleu, 
！ 
Maeterlinck uses a blue bird to symbolize an ideal life. Two children set off to search ‘ 
for a blue bird, but the blue bird dies once it is caught. The two children go back 
home, and find that the blue bird, alive, has been staying all the while at home. The 
blue bird, metaphorically speaking, represents ideal life, while the dramatic action of 
the search is a basic metaphor: life is a journey. In this sense, the dramatic action 
itself is metaphorically constructed as an allegory. The parable is clear: men's seeking 
for the ideal life is like children trying to catch a rare blue bird. Both are endless 
search in a journey. While that of the children in i / Oiseau Bleu is a journey in the 
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fanatical world, that of human beings is an unrequited search in the journey of life. In 
the play, a clear comparison can be seen between the theme and the symbol. 
Lakoff and Turner in More than Cool Reason name this kind of metaphor as 
basic metaphor. By imitating this basic schema in the visual form, Maeterlinck 
transformed a conceptual metaphor to an archetypal image that communicates almost 
instantly to the audiences' experiences. Maeterlinck's play retains the unity of a play 
by constructing human actions in a metaphorical way and in this way keeps the 
development of the symbolic concept of searching for the ideal within the control of 
dramatic actions. Maeterlinck mirrors the internal action of human heart in the 
fantastical world of dramatic illusion. This places him among the symbolist 
dramatists and his idea of mirroring internal action in the fantastical world has 
definitely influenced Yeats to a great extent. 
While Maeterlinck's image is symbolic, Chekhov's is “the landscape". In his 
play, The Seagull, the seagull, which appears as part of the backdrop at the beginning 
of the play, becomes in the later scenes a metaphorical representation of both the male i 
I 
and female protagonists. Their hope for love and freedom in life is thwarted by ‘ 
reality so much so that they themselves “become’，the dead seagull. Chekhov refers to 
The Seagull as “four acts and a landscape，，. The landscape the seagull flies over is 
also the landscape the characters dwell in. There, in the country house by the lake, 
the characters fall into unrequited love and can do nothing about their own unhappy 
life. They are therefore trapped in their own spiritual disillusion and fall prey to the 
gnawing power of fate. Like the seagull they are trapped in their own environment, 
and are framed by an inescapable fate. The landscape the seagull dwells in is thus 
89 
something more than a mere background of the play. In fact, none of the characters in 
The Seagull is able to occupy a central position. They appear for a brief moment on 
the stage, and occupy a central position only for a brief moment before they are 
replaced by another character's entry. Similarly, they retreat from being the agents of 
their life. Their speeches are filled with glaring unimportant details, and they fail to 
act as the commanding force for their own actions in life. 
Hiram Noderwell claimed in 1914 that Chekhov's plays "are almost completely 
static" {The Theatre of Today, 1914: 190). The concept of landscape replaces that of 
events and becomes the driving force of the dramatic development. In fact, life itself, 
to Chekhov, is at best a dream, as in Kostya's play, unable to face up to reality, and the 
only choice is to escape, through dreams or death, such as that of the seagull. In The 
Seagull the inner action of the characters is represented by the metaphorical landscape 
of the misty lakeside. It symbolizes the spiritual landscape of the characters and 
becomes the driving force of the dramatic action. This reveals the dilemma of static 
art, as that of the dream-play of Kostya in Act One. Interestingly, Chekhov creates 
Kostya's play as a negative example of symbolist drama. In Kostya's play, the 
characters deny any action, instead, they recite poetic lines that turn the play into a 
poetic drama. It is not a mere co-incidence that Kostya's play fails. Its lack of action 
and development does not appeal to the general audiences who come to the theatre for 
entertainment, for a story so to speak. Thus in Chekhov's play, a story line is retained, 
as in the Yeatsian plays. 
Yeats's play aims at a perfect marriage between temporal and spatial art. His 
plays intend to capture that “single moment of time to which art must confine itself 
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(Lessing, 19)，but transcending its material limitations, it allows vision to develop in 
the form of a constricting and expanding space, that imitates the natural rhythm of the 
emotions of its participators. Interestingly, Yeats thinks that it is essential to provide a 
motive for the appearance of a certain vision. He determines to place the climactic 
moment within a compressed form of action and lengthen this climactic moment to its 
greatest possible length on the stage, so as to allow contemplation to take place. This 
is rather different from more contemporary playwrights, like Samuel Beckett, who 
seems to think that an event is not necessarily triggered off by another event. 
Beckett embodied action within a unified stage imagery that in the end replaces 
human action and becomes the dominant action in the play. For example, Happy 
Days is apparently lacking in movement on the stage. Temporal development of the 
dramatic action (if any, in the Aristotelian sense) is reflected in the spatial change of 
the level of the sand dune. Other than this, the character does not have an act to 
complete. Stage action is minimal. In Happy Days, the central image, that is, the 
sand dune, remains on the stage all through the performance and it becomes the 
dominant image that knits the theme together. As the level of the sand dune rises, the 
protagonists experience further imprisonment in the entanglement of life, and this 
reflects the internal action of the character, instead of an external one. The static 
scene allows the latent content of the play to be visualized in a single image. The 
spatial change of the sand dunes thus reflects the duration of the dramatic action and 
the image becomes the ‘action，of the play. 
From Beckett's Happy Days, one may discern three different levels of "action" 
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within the static act. If we understand “action” as a kind of temporal change of 
character, then the static act should be viewed as "timeless". There is hardly any 
eventful change in the level of the sand dune. The change in the level of the sand 
dune symbolizes an inner condition of the human mind, that is, the internal struggle 
with fate and with environment. The reason(s) that leads to such constriction is left to 
the audience's own interpretation in their own experienced time sense. Internal 
action, rather than an external one, is the second level of action within the static act. 
Thirdly, the visual image forms a kind of impact that acts upon the audience's mind. 
It is the third level of action of a staged image in the theatre. 
Beckett's play is quite different from Yeats's plays, since Yeats determines to 
retain the time sense in the play by retaining a compressed form of action in the play. 
The success of Happy Days depends on the presence of a dominating symbolic image 
that structures meaning around a central theme. For Yeats, however, the staged image 
is structured around a dominating dramatic action. For example, At the Hawk's Well 
tells the story of young man seeking for immortality. He went on a journey in the 
mountain and saw an old man, who told him that he would gain what he wanted 
simply by waiting beside the well and drinking the water when it springs from the 
well. The old man, however, fell asleep and missed the chance of drinking the water. 
The young man, who dared to look upon the eyes of the immortal Sidhe, lost not only 
the chance of drinking the water, but also brought destruction to his own family. The 
story line is clear, even though it is the tension between the characters that is 
exploited in a visual way and that leaves a final impression on the reader's mind. In 
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The sentimentalist himself; while art 
Is but a vision of reality. 
{Ego Dominus Tuus: L41-51) 
All dramas contain actions of a different kind, and a different degree. The Greek 
plays aim at imitating men in action. Shakespeare provides poetic highlight to the 
climactic point in symbolic staged imageries, which reflect the fullest image 
anywhere of human beings in action. Ibsen modifies dramatic action by elaborating 
human action in terms of a symbolic image. Maeterlinck structures his drama within 
an allegorical fantastical world. To all of the above playwrights, it seems that an idea 
exists before a symbolic image is chosen for representing it, and in this sense, 
symbolic images are simply a pendent to the dramatic action. 
In the modem world, speech disintegrates and human beings become more or 
less impotent in front of the more encompassing human fate. They withdraw from 
action into an inner world of contemplation. What move the dramatic action then, are 
not the characters, but rather, the contextual environment that acts upon the 
characters, which is transformed into a moving agent in the play. This demands a 
transformed acting style on the part of the actors, who retreat from performing 
realistic acts on the stage. Yeats moves away from realistic drama by heightening the 
speeches in his play to a poetic level. In his plays, the verse and songs excite our 
imagination and elicit mental images in our mind. Such mental images are again 
concretized into the staged images of masked characters, which, together with the 
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poetic landscape, form an embodied vision in the theatre. And it is Yeats's aim of 
using imagistic action to constrict and expand this unified space of symbolic vision 
on the stage. In the end, he finds new ways to perform the poetic tension that extends 
from the form of linguistic metaphors. Yeats's staged images are hence something 
more encompassing than figurative speeches. His drama possesses a level of 
perception that reaches far back to the Great Memories of the audience's minds. 
Yeats felt uneasy about the horror of aestheticism. Towards the end of his career 
in 1937, Yeats wrote, 
I wanted to get rid of irrelevant movement — the stage must become still 
that words might keep all their vividness — and I wanted vivid words. ... I 
wanted all my poetry to be spoken on a stage or sung and, because I did not 
understand my instincts ...I have spent my life in clearing out of poetry 
every phrase written for the eye, and bringing all back to syntax that is for 
ear alone. Let the eye take delight in the form of the singer and in the 
panorama of the stage and be content with that. 
(“An introduction for my plays", Essays and Introductions'. 527-529) 
Yeats, by putting his images within the syntax of a compressed form of action, 
overcame this problem. 
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As I altered my syntax, I altered my intellect...! had begun to get rid of 
everything that is not • • .character in action. A pause in the midst of action 
perhaps, but action always, its end and theme. (Ibid., 530) 
In that period of 1937，Yeats tends to rewrite his poetic works and brought them 
back to the control of syntax in the understanding of "character in action". In this 
almost last period, he stressed that his poetic drama is for the ears, rather than for the 
eyes. To conclude, Yeats was interested in the poetic function of the still spatial 
image on the stage. But when concerned with movement and action, he resolved to 
use plot structure in the development of characters. The later Yeats differed from the 
modernists in their literary theories. For example, Carlos Williams thought that there 
was “no idea but in things". Yeats's career, however, had been one experimenting 
with both words and images. He leaned on either balance at different points of his 
career. His prime concern in structure and meaning might be one reason for his return 
to character in action, rather than image in action. It seems therefore interesting to 
continue the research on imagistic action in view of its development in the modernist 
period. And there is no doubt that both Yeats's poetic theory and theatrical practices 
have provided us a solid base for future research. 
I l l 
Conclusion 
According to Miller, Yeats saw himself as a leading spirit in a movement which, 
using symbolism rather than ‘realism，，could revitalize and bring the poetic spirit back 
into the theatre (Miller, 26). Such poetic spirit as expressed in the poetic lines finds 
its fullest realization in perceptual bodily representation on the stage. Yeats thinks 
that a simple and suggestive stage set complementing the text might result in a more 
perfect action {Plays and Controversies, 1923). In this sense, Yeats relates a text with 
narrative function with its perceptive dimension and juxtaposes two entirely different 
modes of reception in a single piece of work. Do the aesthetic ideals of the different 
genres of literature and visual art compete for significance in his poetic works? 
What I have done in this thesis shows that Yeats achieves the target of narrating a 
story not by imitating human action, but by replacing the temporal sequence of events 
with the temporal art of music. This allows, through the expansion and constriction of 
space, a single vision that mirrors the internal action of the poet. This shows a new 
manner of narration, that is, narrating by symbolic visual images. I name this as 
imagistic action. Through the use of symbolic images, Yeats combines perceptual and 
textual images in the totality of a theatre performance. Yeats's experiments in 
applying bodily images in his poetic works disprove Dr. Todhunter, who thought, 
“dramatic poetry must be oratorical" {Plays and Controversies, 1923). Yeats said that 
he wrote partly to prove that false (paraphrased, Ibid.). In fact, he held a total 
approach to a theatrical form with the aim of seeking a dramatic language by which 
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he might communicate with his audiences not only by the ears, but also by the eyes 
(paraphrased, Miller, 20). 
The use of bodily images transgiesses the boundary of what the eighteenth 
century writers treated as figurative speech and posits the notion of metaphor from the 
angle of figurative thought, which is, in itself, a way of ordering thought. Both poetry 
and visual arts are seen as an imitation, not of real action in daily life, but rather，an 
illusion of beauty that demands intuitive response. This intuitive, rather than 
symbolic way of understanding, in the end brings our attention to the syntax of visual 
arts in the theatre. As I argue, the "visualization of stage presentation as shown in the 
Shadowy Waters presented "the visions for an unavailing and eternal desire" (Druid 
Craft, 192). This imitated an internal, rather than external action and modem theatre, 
in the days of Yeats, finally transgressed the boundary of the definitive form of 
Aristotelian action theory. 
According to Aristotle, all arts are arts of imitation (McCormick, xii). Aristotle 
distinguishes between the rhythmical arts (dancing, poetry, and music) and the arts of 
rest (painting and sculpture) (Ibid.). It was Yeats who, together with his 
contemporaries, attempted to combine the two different forms of aesthetic 
representation in the effect of totality in the theatre. His effort had transfigured the 
classical critical theory of arts since the Middle Ages, which tended to see "visual arts 
in general as succumbing to the mania for allegory" (McCormick, xiv). According to 
E.A. McCormick (1962), Dryden, Milton, and Pope all followed this tradition, which 
reached its high point in the eighteenth century with the publication of Lessing's 
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Laocoon. While McCormick attempts to analyze the aesthetic semiotics in the Age of 
Reason, this thesis traces the development of poetic images from an earlier age, when 
the differences between figurative speech and figurative thought is less distinct. In 
fact, as I argue in Chapter One, there are three levels of images, namely the physical 
object that mirrors the actual object, the mental image and the figurative speech. I 
argue that the modem writers, by making v se of natural signs, attempt to return to the 
original likeness of things. This in the end separates Yeats from German aesthetics 
like Lessing's, which asserts the "transitory impropriety of visual arts", and thinks that 
art can only be exposed by imitating the natural rhythm of human activities. 
When discussing the matter of construction and the problem of reproductivity, 
David E. Wellbery suggests that it is essential that the link between visual signs and a 
text is arbitrary, so that delimitation may be possible through the semiotics of 
symbolic cognition (Wellbery, 31). According to Wellbery, this symbolic cognition is 
essential in a distinct discourse (Ibid.). Tracing the theory of German aesthetic 
semiotics in the eighteenth century, Wellbery suggests, as Wolff did, that "Figural 
cognition however has many advantages over intuitive cognition" {German 
Metaphysics, 358). Wellbery explains, 
‘Tigural cognition actually brings about distinctness; its form is analytical. 
Furthermore, since the signs expose the features in a manner that can be 
easily surveyed, those properties several things hold in common ‘shine 
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forth' — offering themselves for abstraction. Thus language carries thought 
into the dimension of the universal, of conceptualization proper." 
(Wellbery, 32) 
The Aristotelian action theory allows this arbitrariness to take place by allowing the 
audience to map their thought onto successive sequences of things. This seems 
essential since it imitates the natural rhythm of how things develop. 
Modem aestheticism in the theatre, emphasizes the intuitive appeal of things 
which allows a predominance of the lexical over the syntactical component (Wellbery, 
D.E., 75). Th "emphatic words" (Wellbery, D.E., 75) in Yeats poems “evoke a cluster 
of representations and therefore convey the mind immediately beyond the stage of 
symbolic cognition in order to evoke a quasi-perceptual experience of the object or 
quality they refer to，，(Wellbery, D.E., 76). The bodily images in his poems are 
"located, as it were, at the meeting point of language and perception" (Wellbery, D.E., 
76). 
Nevertheless, when we place a symbolic sign within a discourse, we naturally 
aim at a certain degree of unity. The ancient Greeks, guided by the Aristotelian action 
theory, ordered poetic images in a linear sequential manner. The modem aesthetics 
transform this linear temporal construction to a spatial one. It was Yeats and his 
contemporaries like Wagner and Craig that replace this unifying principle of 
construction with that of imagistic action. As Chapter Two shows, with examples 
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from Yeats's poems, the symbolic image in Yeats poems has a tendency to return to its 
original likeness in the form of bodily images. I argue that Yeats poems put several 
images together to develop an argument. This acts as a capsule to hold the natural 
signs of bodily images together in a developed narration. It is this notion of body-
motion-action that resembles most nearly the natural rhythm of passion and emotion. 
It seems that Yeats imitates this neutral rhythm of emotions by employing the motif of 
a dancer, which symbolizes the poet's mind in a self-reflective manner of self and 
anti-self. 
I show also in Chapter Three that Yeats's symbolic drama, by imitating natural 
signs to as great a degree as possible, leads the trend of development in aestheticism. 
I name this specific use of symbolic signs in Yeats as “imagistic action". As I have 
argued in Chapter Three, symbolism works in Yeats's drama in a perceptual manner 
on the stage. As Yeats rejected realistic drama that imitated human actions and called 
for an art "conceived not in the brain but in the whole body" (Essays and 
Introductions: 222-23), the dancer's image occupies a predominant position in Yeats's 
plays, especially in the later period. By comparing the different use of the dancer's 
motif in his early and later plays, I show that the contextual background of 
delimitation has changed from the plot structure of a dramatic narrative to the bodily 
representation of a dancer. And the poetic energy of the play is transformed, form the 
classical form of narratology to that of imagistic action. 
Yeats's experiments, as I have argued, illustrates perhaps the deficiencies of 
classical aesthetics' semiotics, which is best illustrated by Lessing's Laocoon, As 
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McCormick comments, there are two weaknesses in Lessing's Laocoon. First, his 
condemnation of descriptive poetry and bodily representation has gone too far. His 
sense of the Aristotelian way of construction is so strong that he cannot admit the 
possibility of a spatial form of delimitation, which, as illustrated from the discussion 
in Chapter Four, is possible when we replace a sequential structure with a temporal 
structure of music. The rhythm of music and the rhythm of a dance imitate the 
internal action of a human being ana reflect the momentum of this natural rhythm of 
emotion. Secondly, McCormick alFO comments that Lessing's argument is based on 
reason rather than direct experience. It is in fact Yeats, who, by imitating the rhythm 
of emotional changes, shows that emotion can also be narrated. Yeats narrates 
through the expressive dance motion of the bodily images on the stage. He has 
expanded the possibility of spatial delimitation to the biggest possible extent. 
It should be noted, however, that Yeats retains the plot structure in a compressed 
form of action, hence keeping a capsule for symbolic reference. It remains 
untouched, however, if a spatial way of delimitation can replace a temporal one 
totally. For Yeats had expanded (not replaced) the moment a perceptual/ intuitive 
cognition in a symbolic structure, which seems to be regulated by the temporal flow, 
either in a sequential sequence of events or a rhythmical manner of music. Does 
symbolic cognition exist in any other mode? This may be the length for another paper 
on Modem theatre. I will conclude here, by saying that spatial delimitation may 
imitate the rhythm of internal action, but it is not certain if the poetic energy of 
symbolic representation, which is based mainly on intuitive cognition, may entirely 
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replace symbolic cognition. In fact, it is interesting that Yeats saves his work from the 
horror of aesthetic representation by a logical structure in his “imagistic，，poems as 
well as a compressed form of action in his dance theatre. This shows that there is 
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Figure 16 � • Travers Smith. Fighcing che � Waves. Design for curcain, 1929. 
VVacercolour. Colleccion of che 
arcisc. 
From Miller, L. 's The Noble Drama of W.B. Yeats 
圓 
Figure 17 Gluck's Orpheus and Eiirydics. 1913. Design by Appia and 
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From Styan, J.L.'s The Modern Drcima in Theory and Practice 2: symbolism, surrealism and the absurd 
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A recent production by the Yeats's Theatre Company (http://www. Futurenet.ie/yeats/mpage2.htm) 
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